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Advisor: Kevin T. Wolff, PhD 
Purpose: The literature on exclusionary school discipline has repeatedly documented 
disparities in its use and its relationship to various negative outcomes, causing the use of suspensions 
to become a pressing concern in the United States. The goal of this dissertation is to add this body 
of literature by being the first to examine the educational trajectories youth take after first being 
suspended, and how the effect of school punishment on trajectories may be more severe for 
subgroups of students disproportionately affected by school discipline and often underserved in 
school settings.  
Methods: New York City Department of Education data is used to follow a cohort of 
students beginning 6th grade in SY 2009-2010 (N=66,660) through middle and high school. 
Multilevel modeling and regressions with clustered standard errors are used to examine factors 
related to suspension experiences. Next, multi-trajectory modeling is used to determine students’ 
educational trajectories of school engagement (i.e. GPA, attendance, and discipline) from 7th through 
12th grade, and multinomial logistic regression is used to explore how suspension predicts youths’ 
trajectories of engagement in school. Predicted probabilities are then calculated to determine how 
suspension interacts with race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and disability status to predict 
students’ educational development. Finally, structural equation modeling is used to examine how 




Findings: Students of color, students with disabilities, and economically disadvantaged 
students are all more likely to be suspended than their counterparts, though only students of color 
are at risk of receiving longer suspensions. Suspension increases the likelihood of group membership 
in more problematic educational trajectories. For Black and Hispanic/Latinx students, economically 
disadvantaged students, and students with a disability who have a lower probability of following the 
most engaged trajectory and a higher probability of following the most disengaged trajectory in 
grades 7-12, suspension represents an additional significant barrier to success. Suspension is related 
to academic outcomes both directly and indirectly through the effect it has on educational 
development. 
Conclusion: Suspension has long-term consequences for students’ educational development 
and outcomes. It is also directly at odds with efforts to eliminate long-standing inequities in 
academic achievement and attainment through the disproportionate effect it has on students who 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
This dissertation explores factors related to suspension experiences, and how suspension is 
related to students’ adverse educational outcomes by paying special attention to how suspension 
affects the development of students’ engagement in school (i.e. educational trajectories). Further, as 
research has shown that the same groups of students who are overrepresented in school discipline 
have also historically been on the disadvantaged end of gaps in school achievement (i.e. students of 
color, economically disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities), the potentially disparate 
impact of being suspended on future educational trajectories is also explored. To accomplish this, 
this dissertation uses New York City Department of Education data to follow a cohort of students 
entering the 6th grade in the 2009-2010 school year until graduation to examine the individual- and 
school-level predictors of various suspension outcomes, how suspension predicts educational 
trajectories, and how educational trajectories help to explain the relationship between suspension 
and adverse educational outcomes. 
While this dissertation does not focus on students’ justice system outcomes, school 
experiences are highly relevant to the field of criminal justice for three noteworthy reasons. First, 
research has shown that disparities in school discipline and justice system involvement mirror each 
other in terms of who is most likely to be affected (Mallett, 2017). Second, extensive research has 
confirmed the existence of a school-to-prison pipeline, or the process by which youth are pushed 
out of school via school discipline and are at an increased risk of entering into the justice system 
(Skiba et al., 2014). Third, research has shown how strongly educational outcomes are related to 
justice system involvement, as over two-thirds of incarcerated adults did not complete high school 
(Harlow, 2003). These reasons serve as precedent for the importance of studying suspension and its 
effect on school experiences within the field of criminal justice, as these can serve as precursors for 




1.1. Statement of the Problem 
While historically, research on the effects of punishment has been through the lens of how it 
serves to control behavior, research has begun to focus on the detrimental effect that punishment 
has on promoting inequality through the disproportionate effect that it has on those already 
disadvantaged in society. However, this has mainly been explored within the context of mass 
incarceration (e.g. Clear, 2007; Western, 2006). For example, in Bruce Western’s (2006) book 
titled Punishment and Inequality in America, he argued that the vast increase in punishment in America 
that led to mass incarceration served to increase inequality in this country through the effect it had 
on Black Americans and the economically disadvantaged. Among its several consequences, 
incarceration served to “significantly alter the life course” of those who experienced it (p. 21). The 
purpose of this dissertation is to add to this body of literature on the negative effects of punishment, 
by focusing on school discipline rather than justice system involvement. Particularly, this dissertation 
explores how school discipline affects the academic development of students, and how it may serve 
to maintain and even worsen inequality through the disproportionate effect it has on student 
populations who are most at risk of being suspended, most likely to be underserved in school 
settings, and as a result, less likely to experience high levels of academic achievement and attainment.  
The focus of this study is suspensions, which are a form of disciplinary action imposed on a 
student, in which he or she is prohibited from attending his or her usual educational setting for a 
specified period of time. Though not a new problem, the use of suspensions as a response to 
student behavior has become a more pressing concern in the United States, particularly with the 
increase of transparency regarding who is being suspended. In 2014, the issue of school suspensions 
became a national-level conversation when the U.S. Department of Education released a report 
outlining the prevalence and disparities in the use of suspension nationally. This report showed that 




Black students and students with disabilities were overrepresented in the use of suspensions (U.S. 
Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014). Subsequently, the U.S. Department of 
Education and the U.S. Department of Justice joint-released a school discipline guidance package, 
which was created to guide schools and school districts on how to develop policies and practices 
related to school discipline that are fair and effective, as well as improve overall school climate (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2014).  
Another reason for the increasing concern over the use of suspensions is due to the wide 
range of literature outlining the negative outcomes that suspended students are more likely to 
experience, which has prompted organizations to advocate against the use of suspensions and other 
zero-tolerance disciplinary methods (e.g. American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013; American 
Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008). These range from poor educational 
outcomes such as poor test scores, course failure, grade retention, longer times to graduation, and 
dropping out of high school (Blafanz et al., 2014; Chu & Ready, 2018; Fabelo et al., 2012; Lacoe & 
Steinberg, 2018). The consequences of suspension extend beyond schooling, as suspended students 
have an increased likelihood of becoming involved in the justice system, a relationship that has 
become known as the school-to-prison pipeline (Skiba et al., 2014). Suspended youth are at an 
increased risk of being arrested, particularly during times when they are prohibited from attending 
school due to serving out a suspension (Monohan et al., 2014). Long-term effects of suspension on 
justice system involvement have also been found, as suspended youth are more likely to be 
incarcerated as adults (Wolf & Kupchik, 2017). 
 
1.2. Adding to the Literature 
While school suspensions have been studied extensively, the majority of research focuses on 




study aims to fill current gaps in the literature by following a cohort of students through middle and 
high school to explore other ways that disparities in suspension manifest beyond the likelihood of 
being suspended, the role that suspension plays in determining educational development and 
outcomes, and how the effect of suspension differs across students.  
 
1.2.1. Disparities in Suspension Experiences 
The first objective of this study is to better understand disparities in suspension by 
examining various measures of suspension. Research on disparities in the use of suspension has 
repeatedly shown that students of color, students from low-income families, and students with 
disabilities are all disproportionately affected by exclusionary disciplinary practices (e.g. Barrett, et al., 
2017; Losen et al., 2015). Furthermore, several studies have found that schools with higher 
percentages of racially/ethnically minoritized students and economically disadvantaged students 
have higher rates of suspension (e.g. Anyon et al., 2014; Huang & Cornell, 2018). However, the ways 
in which disparities manifest in school suspension beyond the likelihood of suspension have been 
largely unexplored. This is important, as the likelihood of being suspended largely depends on 
teachers referring students to the office and therefore, the vast majority of research on disparities in 
school suspension only shed light on classroom-level decision-making. Research that reflects 
administrator decision-making, particularly on length of suspension, is very limited.  
Criminal justice research has shown that while Black and Hispanic/Latinx individuals are 
more likely to receive harsher types of punishments (e.g. incarceration versus probation, see 
Mitchell, 2005; Spohn, 2000), these disparities do not necessarily translate to disparities in length of 
punishment, as the findings on this topic have been mixed. It is important to determine whether 
those most affected by suspension are also receiving more severe punishments than their 




administrator-level, or both. A study by Losen & Whitaker (2018) estimated Black students miss 
over 4 times as much instruction time per 100 students due to suspension than white students, and 
that students with disabilities miss twice as much instruction time as students without disabilities. By 
better understanding the source of large differences in lost instruction time due to suspension (i.e. 
frequency of suspension versus length of suspension) across groups of students, this may help shed 
light on how to best address these disparities.   
This study expands on the current literature on disparities in school discipline by examining 
two other measurements of suspension: receiving lengthier suspensions, and relatedly, receiving 
disproportionately long suspensions in comparison to others suspended for the same behavior. By 
examining multiple suspension outcomes, this study explores how both classroom-level and 
administrator-level decision-making help to explain the ways in which students of color, 
economically disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities are disproportionately affected 
by school discipline, as well as how the composition of a school is related to the use of suspensions 
and the length of suspensions given in a school. Further, by studying other measures of suspension, 
this allows for better understanding of various ways in which students who are most likely to be 
suspended are adversely affected by this disciplinary practice.  
 
1.2.2. Effect of Suspension on Educational Development 
The second objective of this study is to advance understanding of how suspension affects 
students’ educational development, and how this then affects their academic outcomes. Extensive 
research aimed at documenting the adverse effects of suspension on students has shown that this 
form of exclusionary school discipline is linked to poor academic performance (e.g. Blafanz et al., 
2014), lack of academic achievement (e.g. Raffaele Mendez, 2003), lower likelihood of graduating 




Mittleman, 2018; Wolf & Kupchik, 2017). However, this research fails to provide a comprehensive 
picture of how suspension serves to stunt students’ educational development.  
One of the proposed arguments for why suspension is related to problematic outcomes is 
because it results in student disengagement (Welsh & Little, 2018). For example, studies have found 
that suspension has a negative effect on students’ attitudes towards school (Pyne, 2019), that 
students with more suspensions have poorer relationships with school officials (Brown, 2007), and 
that suspension is related to poorer attendance (Blafanz et al., 2014; Chu & Ready, 2018). While 
attitudes towards school, school relationships, and poor attendance are all indicators of a student’s 
level of engagement, these studies do not adequately test for the effect of suspensions on 
disengagement. This is because disengagement is a process, which means that it needs to be 
explored over time and as was discussed earlier, development following suspension has not been 
adequately examined. This study explores disengagement by modeling trajectories of suspensions, 
grade point average, and absences from 7th through 12th grade. 
To address the fact that much is still unknown about the mechanisms that help to explain 
why suspension is related to so many problematic outcomes, this study will explore the effect that 
suspension has on students over time by assessing how it affects students’ educational trajectories. 
This improves on research that examines the effect of suspension on a later educational outcome, as 
this can blur the effect that suspension has on development, which can only be determined by 
measuring outcomes at several points in time following suspension. Prior studies that have examined 
student development over time have largely focused on outcomes related to educational 
development, such as dropout, future educational aspirations, GPA, delinquency, and mental health 
(Archambault et al., 2009; Janosz, 2008; Li & Lerner, 2011; Wang & Eccles, 2012). However, it is 




suspension, as this can inform interventions that should be used to keep students positively engaged 
in their schooling.  
Further, exploring the pathways that youth take following suspension helps provide better 
context as to the mechanisms explaining the relationship between suspension and adverse outcomes 
by adequately modeling disengagement. Beyond practical value, this also provides the opportunity to 
advance our understanding of how labeling and life-course theoretical frameworks can be applied to 
an educational setting. Specifically, this enables us to explore how suspension may set in motion a 
series of future negative consequences in a youth’s life and alter their educational trajectories, which 
can have serious and damaging implications for their future outcomes.  
 
1.2.3. Dual Disadvantage in Discipline and School Success 
The third objective of this study is to determine how the effect of suspension on 
development uniquely affects those who are overrepresented in school discipline and have been 
underserved in school settings. Gregory and colleagues (2010) first argued that well-documented 
gaps in academic achievement by race may function as a result of suspension gaps, an argument that 
has been supported by research (Morris & Perry, 2016; Pearman et al., 2019). However, it is likely 
that gaps in school discipline are not only related to gaps in achievement by race, but by income and 
disability status as well. While gaps in academic achievement have been narrowing in some respects, 
students of color, students living in poverty, and students with disabilities all fare much worse than 
their counterparts (McFarland et al., 2019; Musu-Gillette et al., 2016; Reardon et al. 2011; Shifrer et 
al., 2013), and are at higher risk of suspension (e.g. Huang & Cornell, 2018). This makes disparities 
in school discipline even more problematic, as research has shown the importance of time spent 
engaged in an academic setting in predicting student achievement (Fisher et al., 2015), and using 




their normal learning environment. As a result, it is possible that discipline gaps help to explain not 
only the racial/ethnic achievement gap, but also the achievement gap that exists between high and 
low socioeconomic status students and students with and without a disability.  
This study will therefore add to the literature by studying the differential effect of suspension 
on students. As students of color, economically disadvantaged students, and students with 
disabilities are at disadvantaged ends of the discipline gap and achievement gap, finding the average 
effect of suspension by aggregating their experiences with all other students obstructs the ability to 
understand the differential effect that suspension might have on students most affected by this 
practice. By examining the average effect of suspension, this may conceal the fact that some students 
may be able to effectively “bounce back” following suspension more easily than other students. This 
is important, as experiences with school discipline are not heterogeneous in nature, and therefore we 
should not expect the trajectories that youth take following these experiences to be either. This is 
supported by theoretical arguments which claim that certain groups may have less options and 
resources available to them to help mitigate the negative effects of being labeled (i.e. suspended) 
(Sampson & Laub, 1997) and ensure educational success (Bourdieu, 1986). Rather, special attention 
focused on the experiences of these groups allows for a better understanding of how those most 
affected by suspension are further disadvantaged following school exclusion. 
 
1.3. Conceptual Framework 
 The two overarching research questions of this dissertation are: 1) who is most affected by 
suspension, and 2) how does suspension affect students? The theories most relevant to answering 
the first question are labeling theory and minority threat framework. Labeling theory posits that the 
reaction that deviant behavior elicits out of society can have the effect of contributing to the 




are more likely to be labeled than others, with those who have historically had less power in society 
being at higher risk of being labeled (e.g. racially/ ethnically marginalized populations, economically 
disadvantaged populations) (Becker, 1963; Paternoster & Iovanni, 1989). At a macro-level, minority 
threat hypothesis originated from Blalock’s power-threat hypothesis (1967), in which he argued that 
higher percentages of non-white populations would increasingly be viewed as a threat to the white 
population, and discriminatory tactics and methods of social control would then be used to control 
this part of the population. Therefore, labeling theory and minority threat theory provide the 
rationale for accounting for both student-level characteristics and school context when exploring 
factors related to suspension experiences. 
The theories relevant to determining the effect of suspension on students are labeling theory, 
life-course theory, and the theory of capital. The literature on life-course perspective emphasizes the 
importance of turning points, which are life events that can alter behavioral trajectories (Sampson & 
Laub, 1993). Therefore, while labeling theory may help explain why students who are suspended are 
more likely to experience adverse educational outcomes, life course theory may help to explain how 
this happens, particularly by focusing on how suspension serves as a turning point, which can have a 
negative impact on future development. Life course theorists also argue that the cumulative 
consequences following deviant behavior have a disproportionate effect on those disadvantaged in 
society because they lack viable options and resources that can help provide recourse following 
being labeled (Sampson & Laub, 1997). This is further elaborated in the theory of capital, which 
posits that those who are more economically advantaged have access to greater amounts of 
resources that can help to promote educational success (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). Taken 
together, life course theory and the theory on capital point to the fact that there may be a 
disproportionate effect of suspension on certain subgroups of students who are at highest risk of 




1.5. Research Objectives 
While extensive research that has been done on predictors of being suspended and the effect 
of suspension on outcomes, many questions still remain. This study aims to advance understanding 
on the various ways in which disparities in suspension may manifest, and the mechanisms that help 
explain why suspension is so damaging to students’ future outcomes. The four main research 
objectives of this study are as follows: 
1. Explore who is most affected by school suspension by studying factors related to 
suspension severity in addition to likelihood of suspension. 
2. Examine how being suspended affect students’ trajectories of educational development. 
3. Explore how the effect of suspension on trajectories of educational development differs 
across students. 
4. Determine the role of trajectories of educational development in explaining the 
relationship between suspension and academic outcomes. 
 
1.6. Study Site 
As noted prior, the study site for this dissertation is the New York City public school system. 
New York City is unique for a few reasons. Serving 1.1 million students, it is the largest public 
school system in the country. Further, the New York City public school system is quite diverse. In 
2018, Black and Hispanic/Latinx students accounted for about two-thirds of the student population 
(New York City Department of Education, n.d.). While diverse, public schools in New York City are 
heavily segregated by race/ethnicity and relatedly, by income (Kucsera & Orfield, 2014). This is due 
to both segregated housing in New York City, as well as school choice which allows students the 
option to attend schools outside of their zoned school in elementary and includes an application 




With regard to school discipline in the New York City public school system, the number of 
suspensions issued to students more than doubled between 2002 and 2009 from 31,879 suspensions 
to 73,943 suspensions, disproportionately affecting Black students and students with disabilities 
(New York Civil Liberties Union, 2011a). Two separate task forces were convened, aimed at better 
understanding what was happening in New York City public schools regarding safety and discipline 
strategies (New York City School-Justice Partnership Task Force, 2013), and reducing reliance on 
exclusionary discipline and enforcement in schools (Mayor’s Leadership Team on School Climate 
and Discipline, 2015). By 2016-2017, the number of suspensions issued to middle and high school 
students had declined to 32,331 suspensions. However, Black students and students with disabilities 
were still shown to be disproportionately represented in school suspensions (Chauhan et al., 2019). 
 
1.7. Organization of the Study 
 The following chapter, Chapter 2 – Relevant Theoretical Frameworks will go more in depth 
on the explanation of how various theoretical frameworks apply to this study of disparities in school 
suspension, and the negative effects that it has on youths’ development and outcomes. Following, 
Chapter 3 – Review of the Literature will provide the foundation of what we currently know about 
school suspension, particularly the history of the use of suspension, factors that are related to 
suspension, and how suspension negatively affects youth in various aspects of their lives. Further, it 
will provide an overview of the research on gaps in educational achievement and attainment. How 
this study aims to fill the existing gaps in the literature is discussed in the next section, Chapter 4 – 
Current Study. A description of the data that will be used, the measures included in the analyses, and 
the methods used in this study are all discussed in Chapter 5 – Data and Methods. Findings from 




summary of these findings, how they relate to prior research, and the implications they have for 





CHAPTER 2: RELEVANT THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 
This chapter will discuss the various theoretical frameworks that help to explain why 
suspension is adversely related to students’ well-being and why some youth are more likely to be 
suspended than others. It begins with an overview of labeling theory, which posits that society’s 
reaction to deviant behavior often has the unintended effect of contributing to the continuance of 
such behavior, and that certain people in society are more likely to be labeled than others. This 
theoretical framework has often been used to argue how youth become further involved with the 
justice system after their first contact. However, it can also be applied to an educational setting, 
where suspension has a similar effect as justice-system interaction on stigmatizing youth. This is 
followed by the literature on the life-course perspective, which emphasizes how life events, either 
positive or negative, can alter behavioral trajectories (Sampson & Laub, 1993). If suspension results 
in a labeling effect, it can alter a student’s trajectory in a negative way and cause more problems for 
them in the future. 
Next, the literature on social and cultural capital is used to describe why certain subgroups of 
the student population might be more negatively affected by suspension than others. This is because 
they are already disadvantaged in school settings due to less access to resources through social 
networks, and less resources and experiences available to them in their home environment that 
could help promote educational success (Bourdieu, 1986). Finally, the minority threat hypothesis is 
outlined in its relevance to predicting use of school discipline. This theory argues that as a 
minoritized population increases, more severe measures of social control will be used in response to 
the perceived threat (Blalock, 1967). Several studies on school discipline have found that this to be 
the case (e.g., Raffaele Mendez et al., 2002; Welch & Payne, 2010), showing the importance of 





2.1. Labeling Theory 
2.1.1. The Social Construction of Deviance 
The starting point of all labeling theories is that society plays a critical role in determining 
what is considered deviant behavior, who is considered deviant, and what the punishment for 
deviance should be (Becker, 1963; Erikson, 1966; Lemert, 1967). In a discussion by Erickson (1966) 
on the application of rules to behavior, he argued that the extent to which a community feels 
threatened by a certain behavior will predict how much attention will be given by the community as 
a whole to controlling it and therefore, eliminating it as a problem. Specifically, when a community 
fears a certain behavior, this will increase the time and energy spent detecting that behavior and the 
severity of punishment associated with it, in order to eradicate it.  
This can be tied to the rise of zero-tolerance policies in schools, which scholars have noted 
was rooted in the increase of concern over school safety that took place in the 1990s (Adams, 2000; 
Cerrone, 1999; Insley, 2001). With the implementation of these policies that took a one-size-fits-all 
approach to several behavioral infractions (e.g. drugs, disruption, weapons, and gang activities), both 
the prevalence and severity of punishment used in schools increased (Black, 2016). As Adams (2000) 
noted, zero-tolerance policies and practices incorporated two main factors. The first was detection, 
which took the form of increased surveillance through the use of police on school campuses, 
security cameras, metal detectors, and an increased use of searches of students’ belongings. The 
second was punishment, which most frequently used exclusionary methods of school discipline (e.g. 
suspensions and expulsions) to deal with student behavior. Through this net widening that occurred 
of who was likely to receive suspension as punishment for a behavioral infraction, this increased the 
number of students who were likely to be labeled as troublemakers and therefore face the negative 





2.1.2. Process and Effects of Labeling 
The central argument to labeling theory is that society’s reaction to deviant behavior often 
has the unintended effect of contributing to the continuance of such behavior. The process of 
labeling occurs as a result of society’s reaction to an act, which Lemert (1967) defines as “both the 
expressive reactions of others (moral indignation) toward deviation and action directed at its 
control” (p. 64). The use of school exclusion fulfills both of these processes. Moral indignation 
towards a certain behavior occurs when a student’s behavior elicits a response from a teacher or 
other school official which results in their referral to the office. Action towards its control occurs 
when a principal or administrator hands down the punishment of suspension. As Becker (1963) 
notes, the enforcement of a rule against the individual who is said to have broken it changes the way 
this individual is viewed by others, where he or she is now labeled and viewed as an outsider. While 
the particularly public nature of being referred to the office by a teacher in a classroom setting can 
have the stigmatizing effect of changing the way a student is viewed by their classmates, being 
absent from other classes due to suspension can also negatively affect the way other teachers view 
the student going forward. 
Scholars have noted the dramatized nature of society’s reaction and the harmful effects it has 
on the individual who committed the act that has been deemed deviant. In his description of the 
“dramatization of evil,” Tannenbaum (1938) argued that the process of labeling, in which an 
individual’s actions are publicly regarded as immoral, has severe implications for turning a person 
deviant because it results in a gradual shift from society viewing the act as evil to viewing the person 
who committed the act as being evil. Erikson (1966) also noted the implications of the publicized 
nature of labeling, coining these events as ceremonies which “can be found wherever procedures are 
set up to judge whether or not someone is legitimately deviant” (p. 16). In this case, the various 




discipline. The first stage is one in which the individual and those wronged by his or her behavior 
can confront each other, which can be applied to a classroom setting where an individual is publicly 
shamed for engaging in a behavior and then referred to the office. These ceremonies also include a 
statement about the nature of the deviance, followed by the placement of the individual in some 
type of punishment aimed at offsetting the harm caused by the behavior. This can be compared to 
administrative officials assigning the punishment related to the behavioral offense committed, which 
depending on severity, can result in school exclusion. It should be noted that these ceremonies are 
argued to have irreparable effects, particularly because of the fact that the ceremony that ascribes the 
label of deviant is so public and dramatized, while the process of reentering into the normal social 
group is the opposite – often taking place without much public notice (Erikson, 1966).  
This stigmatization has long-lasting consequences for the person who was labeled. It makes 
no difference that this individual may have spent the majority of their time abiding by the rules, he 
or she is now stuck with a label such as “troublemaker” or “delinquent” (Erikson, 1966). This 
designation sets in motion a self-fulfilling prophecy in which those stigmatized are pushed further 
into deviance (Becker, 1963; Erikson, 1966), though there are different arguments for how this 
occurs. Lemert (1967) argues that while primary deviance, or the commission of deviant acts, can be 
attributed to a variety of factors, secondary deviance occurs as a result of an individual internalizing 
the undesirable label (e.g. troublemaker, delinquent). It is secondary deviance, he argues, that results 
in future deviance, as the individual ascribed the label now has an altered self-concept and organizes 
their life accordingly in response to the problems created by this stigmatization. On the other hand, 
Becker (1963) argued that being publicly labeled causes a shift in youth’s public identities. He states 
that after being labeled, individuals tend to be blocked from prosocial opportunities and cut off 
from participating in conventional social groups, even if the behavior that resulted in the label would 




provides a good example of Becker’s argument, as when youth are suspended, they are removed 
from the classroom and unable to take part in their usual learning environments. He further states 
that this results in an increased likelihood of drifting into unconventional or antisocial activities.  
While testing the reason why being labeled is harmful (e.g. its effect on self-concept or 
prosocial opportunities) falls outside the scope of this study, the underlying argument that being 
labeled as a troublemaker has lasting effects on students’ future engagement and performance in 
school is an argument central to this dissertation. Whether due to the altered self-concept or the 
blocked prosocial opportunities that arise from the stigmatization, this labeling process can result in 
a self-fulfilling prophecy in which the student is pushed further into problematic behavior (Becker, 
1963, Erikson, 1966). This dissertation measures problem behavior following the suspension as 
overall educational disengagement, where the suspended student follows a trajectory of poor grades, 
unsatisfactory attendance, and future disciplinary actions.  
 
2.1.3. Variation in Labeling Experiences 
Since the conception of labeling theory, scholars have noted that labeling experiences are not 
equal among all groups of society. Instead, it should be expected that there will be variation in the 
likelihood that an individual will be labeled, and in the effect that the label has on the individual. To 
the first point, Becker (1963) argues, “Just because one has committed an infraction of a rule does 
not mean that others will respond as though this had happened” (p. 12). This largely has to do with 
who determines deviance in society and the rules to guard against it. As stated by Becker (1963), 
“distinctions of age, sex, ethnicity, and class are all related to differences in power, which accounts 
for differences in the degree to which groups so distinguished can make rules for others” (p. 18). 
Whites, males, and those in the middle and upper class largely determine which rules must be 




deviance, this gives larger weight to these subgroups in society. Paternoster and Iovanni (1989) argue 
that we should not expect the likelihood of labeling to be the same across all population subgroups, 
as they maintain that the probability of being labeled largely depends on individual-level 
characteristics. Those belonging to subgroups of the population who have typically held power in 
society (e.g. whites, high SES) are more likely to be the ones imposing labels than those who have 
not held power in society (e.g. non-whites, low SES), and relatedly, this makes it less likely that they 
will make up the bulk of those defined as deviant.  
This can be applied to schools, where it is highly likely that the population of individuals 
running the school (teachers, administrators, etc.) does not reflect the population of individuals 
attending the school, despite increases in diversity of teachers and principals (Ingersoll et al., 2018). 
While non-white youth account for about half of the overall student population, almost 80 percent 
of teachers are white (Lindsay et al., 2017). This is important not only because of findings showing 
that having a teacher of one’s own racial/ethnic identity is related to higher achievement (Dee, 2004; 
Egalite et al., 2015), but it’s also related to decreases in suspensions (Holt & Gershenson, 2019; 
Lindsay & Hart, 2017). Specifically, Lindsay and Hart (2017) found that Black students are 
significantly less likely to receive exclusionary school discipline when a larger proportion of their 
teachers are also Black.  
Becker (1963) further elaborates on the variation in societal reaction to rule-breaking and 
notes that it can depend on three different factors, all of which can be tied to the use of suspensions 
in schools. The first factor is the time in which the behavior is committed. The use of suspensions as 
a response to student behavior has varied considerably over the years. The 1990s and early 2000s 
marked the rise of zero-tolerance policies and practices in schools, which increased the use of this 
form of discipline (Black, 2016; Skiba & Peterson, 1999). Further, there has recently been a 




data (Cromidas, 2012; Walz, 2010) and research proving the harmful effects of suspensions 
(Zimmerman, 2018). The second important factor is the person who committed the act. Research 
has supported this assertion, as the likelihood of being suspended is not equal among all students. 
Rather, students of color, students of low socioeconomic status, and students with disabilities are all 
at a heightened risk of being suspended (e.g. Barrett, et al., 2017; Losen et al., 2015). The third is the 
context in which the behavior is committed, which has proven to be important as schools with 
higher percentages of Black and/or Latinx students (Anyon et al., 2014; Edwards, 2016; Roque & 
Paternoster, 2011; Skiba et al. 2014; Wright et al., 2014) and low-income students (Christie et al., 
2004; Huang & Cornell, 2018) have higher rates of suspension. 
Relatedly, there is variation in the likelihood that labeling will be effective in pushing an 
individual further into deviance, and that the self-fulfilling prophecy will occur. In describing the 
causal process that being labeled sets off, Paternoster and Iovanni (1989) state that “Given the 
occurrence of a labeling experience, the individual may experience an alteration of personal identity, 
may find access to conventional others and opportunities barred, and as a result may exhibit a greater 
involvement in delinquent behavior” [emphasis added] (p. 381). Understanding what characteristics 
and conditions result in more deleterious outcomes as a result of the label is a question central to 
this dissertation on the effects of suspensions. As noted in prior sections, the same students that are 
overrepresented within school discipline are also disadvantaged in terms of well-documented gaps in 
school achievement and attainment. Therefore, the effect of experiencing school exclusion may 
more negatively affect students of color, economically disadvantaged students, and students with 
disabilities than their counterparts.  
While Becker (1963) argues that the reason why the causal process of labeling on future 
outcomes may vary is because the labeling may have taken place at a time when the individual still 




ability to choose alternate courses of action varies across individuals, primarily as a function of the 
resources they have available to keep them engaged in school and ameliorate the negative effects of 
suspension. However, the importance of turning points, argued further in the life-course approach, 
should not be understated. Not everyone who belongs to these groups that is suspended is destined 
to follow a problematic trajectory in school, although it may be more likely that they do because they 
do not have the resources to keep them from becoming disengaged from school following 
suspension. 
 
2.2. Life-Course Approach  
2.2.1. Stability and Change  
The two key factors emphasized in the life-course perspective are stability and change in 
human behavior (Sampson & Laub, 1993). While one of the long-argued truths about human 
behavior, particularly antisocial behavior, is that it remains stable over time, the possibility of change 
should not be understated. The example has been given that while a history of problem behavior as 
a child is a strong predictor of antisocial behavior as an adult, the vast majority of children who 
exhibit problem behavior do not grow up to be antisocial adults (Gove, 1980). The study of life-
course criminology has been focused on determining the source of this behavioral change. The three 
key terms used in the life-course perspective to explain the process of behavioral development are 
trajectories, transitions, and turning points. Trajectories represent stability, as these are long-term 
behavioral patterns. Transitions are life events that result in short-term changes in one’s life, that can 
be either positive (e.g. getting a new job, getting married) or negative (e.g. getting very sick, being 
arrested). While these transitions can serve as turning points, which alter the course of an 
individual’s behavioral trajectory, they do not always serve this function. Rather, the resulting effect 




The life-course perspective was originally focused on determining which turning points serve 
as positive influences on trajectories of problematic behavior. In the study of criminal behavior, 
turning points that have been shown to evoke positive behavioral change include marriage 
(Sampson et al., 2006), employment (Sampson & Laub, 1993), and parenthood (Kreager et al., 2010). 
However, turning points can also be negative life events that adversely affect the course of one’s life 
trajectory and push them into problem behavior (Sampson & Laub, 1997). Relevant to the current 
study, being suspended from school is one example of a negative turning point that can serve to 
alter a student’s life trajectory. These arguments relating to trajectories, transitions, and turning 
points are important in the study of school discipline, as various studies have shown that the 
experience of being suspended from school has long-lasting implications for student well-being, 
both in terms of their educational experiences (e.g. Blafanz et al., 2014; Chu & Ready, 2018) and 
future life outcomes (e.g. Davies & Tanner, 2003; Rosenbaum, 2020). This dissertation argues that 
suspension functions as a transition in students’ lives that can serve as a turning point and alter their 
trajectories in school. Specifically, suspension can increase the likelihood that students will follow a 
problematic educational trajectory, which can then negatively affect their educational outcomes. 
 
2.2.2. Cumulative Disadvantage  
 Key arguments within the life-course framework, particularly those relating to how negative 
turning points can serve to push someone into a problematic behavioral trajectory, align themselves 
with labeling theory. This is because labeling theory has been argued to be developmental in nature 
as it focuses on how behavior changes over time (Loeber & LeBlanc, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1997). 
A bridging of these two theoretical frameworks was advanced when the concept of cumulative 
disadvantage was introduced, which is the process by which the negative consequences that come 




conventional society by restricting them from participating in conventional opportunities. Therefore, 
being labeled is indirectly related to future problem behavior through the fact that it bars an 
individual from participating in activities that would otherwise help to lessen the likelihood of 
engaging in problem behavior (Sampson & Laub, 1997). While arguments around cumulative 
disadvantage were originally oriented towards explaining the long-lasting consequences of facing 
some type of formal intervention for delinquent behavior, these same arguments can also apply to 
school suspension as a way of dealing with student behavior. Seeing as the effect of suspensions can 
be seen years after youth finish their schooling careers (e.g. Wolf & Kupchik, 2017), it is likely that 
suspension can also serve to bar students from conventional opportunities such as excluding them 
from their regular classroom setting, and sever the bonds that youth have formed towards school.  
How does suspension result in a state of cumulative disadvantage that has such profound 
adverse effects on student development and outcomes? Caspi and colleagues (1987) argue that the 
reason why individuals persist along a problematic behavioral trajectory is the result of cumulative 
and interactional continuity. Cumulative continuity refers to the manner in which the consequences 
of problem behavior accumulate and serve to reinforce the behavior by funneling an individual into 
an environment that promotes those behaviors. With respect to using school exclusion, youth are 
disciplined for engaging in a problematic behavior by being excluded from their normal classroom 
setting, which can result in decreased supervision and increase the likelihood that they will engage in 
delinquent behavior that could have long-lasting consequences when it results in juvenile justice 
system involvement. (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015; Monahan et al., 2014). Therefore, misbehaving in 
school can initiate a snowball effect of consequences, which can effectively increase the likelihood 
that a student will be “knifed off” from future prosocial opportunities (Moffitt, 1993). Conversely, 
interactional continuity is more related to the labeling effects of being suspended, as it is based on 




al., 1987; p. 308). In other words, an individual’s action elicits a reaction out of someone in his or 
her immediate environment, which then affects his or her future actions. When students have been 
suspended and stigmatized as troublemakers, this may result in a change in how teachers treat them 
in the classroom, which can serve to promote disengagement from school.  
 
2.2.3. Social Positioning and Human Agency  
Elder et al. (2003) notes that one of the key principles in life-course theory is the principle of 
agency, in which individuals are not passive actors in determining their fate, but rather choose the 
paths they take through their decisions, and relatedly, their actions. In this sense, being labeled as a 
result of formal intervention, either by law enforcement or school officials, does not necessarily have 
a deterministic effect on those who experience it. Not all students who are suspended will 
experience it as a turning point that serves to alter their life trajectory in a damaging way. Rather, as 
mentioned earlier, the resulting effect of a life event (either positive or negative) on a behavioral 
trajectory depends on how the individual who experiences the life event adapts to it (Elder, 1985).  
However, it is important to note that the role that human agency plays in determining our 
pathways is affected by our social positioning, as Elder (2003) notes that our choices are shaped by 
the “opportunities and constraints of history and social circumstance” (p. 11). Therefore, once a 
youth experiences school exclusion, depending on their social position, they may be exposed to less 
prosocial opportunities in their immediate environment, or “hooks for change” (Giordano et al., 
2002). To that same effect, Sampson and Laub (1997) argue that the role of one’s structural location, 
or position in society, in determining behavioral trajectories should not be ignored. Rather, they state 
that, “the concepts of knifing off and cumulative continuity are most salient in explaining the 
structurally constrained life chances of the disadvantaged urban poor” (p. 21). This, they argue, is 




to help them counteract the negative effects of being labeled, while those who are disadvantaged do 
not have many options for recourse following such stigmatization. Support for this argument has 
been found, such as in a study by Bernburg and Krohn (2003) which showed that the negative effect 
of an official justice system intervention on criminal behavior during adulthood is stronger for both 
those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds and Black males.   
This argument on social positioning and human agency in determining behavioral 
trajectories is another argument central to this dissertation. Specifically, no student is destined to 
follow a problematic educational trajectory after being suspended. However, certain groups of 
students are already often disadvantaged in school settings and may have less support to keep them 
engaged in school following suspension. This is discussed further in the following section on 
Bourdieu’s theory of capital. 
 
2.3. Theory of Capital  
2.3.1. How Capital Predicts Success 
 The concept of capital (e.g. human capital, social capital, cultural capital) is rooted in the 
notion that individuals have a variety of resources that they can pull from in their efforts to achieve 
success, particularly educational success. However, these resources are not evenly distributed across 
all members of society, but are disproportionately located within higher social classes (Bourdieu, 
1986). This has been supported in the literature, as when controlling for various forms of capital, 
much of the variation of socioeconomic status on educational outcomes is explained (Jæger & 
Holm, 2007). Therefore, one would expect that an individual’s level of capital can not only help 
them achieve educational success, but also help to mitigate harm caused by adverse school 




types of capital most central to the argument that some youth are more advantaged in school 
settings than others are social and cultural capital. 
 
2.3.2. Educational Benefit of Social Capital 
In Bourdieu’s theory of capital (1986), he describes social capital as the resources that a 
person has available to them, which exist as a function of his or her network of relationships or 
group membership. Therefore, while human capital refers to the knowledge and skills that one has 
(Coleman, 1988), social capital is based the resources possessed by those in one’s social group 
(Bourdieu, 1986; Portes, 1998). A major reason why social capital is often of value is its ability to 
promote positive outcomes that would not have been achievable if relying on one’s own resources 
(Coleman, 1988). In this sense, there are significant benefits to possessing a large network of 
connections that together, have a substantial amount of capital that can be drawn upon by an 
individual when needed (Plagens, 2011).  
Social capital can influence a student’s educational achievement in a variety of ways, one of 
which being the extent to which parents are involved in their children’s academic development. 
Parental involvement in their children’s schooling has long-lasting, positive effects on their academic 
achievement and attainment (Benner et al., 2016; Englund et al, 2004). However, if applying 
Grolnick and Slowiaczek’s (1994) definition of parental involvement, which is “the dedication of 
resources by the parent to the child within a given domain” (p. 238) where the domain in this case is 
their child’s schooling, parents with less resources available to them will always be at a disadvantage 
in this arena. This disadvantage begins early, where children from economically disadvantaged 
families are exposed to very different environments than children of affluent families. This has to do 
with the fact that while cognitive development forms as a result of time spent interacting with a 




largely determined by social class (which is often related to race/ethnicity) (Jensen, 2009). It is 
important to note that the racial/ethnic gaps in cognition and abilities that can be seen in children as 
early as kindergarten, are largely explained by differences in socioeconomic status (Garcia, 2015). 
Furthermore, higher family socioeconomic status has also been linked to more parental 
involvement during the course of schooling (McQuiggan & Megra, 2017), which is associated with 
higher levels of achievement (Desimone, 1999; Pomerantz et al., 2007). Parental involvement in their 
children’s schooling can take form in several ways, such as helping them with homework, 
monitoring their school performance, maintaining regular contact with teachers, and being highly 
engaged in school events and activities. However, parents’ abilities to be involved and engaged in 
their children’s schooling is usually not a reflection of their level of care or desire to do so, but 
largely depends on their socioeconomic status and constraints that come with it (Mapp, 2003). The 
ability that more affluent families have to be more involved in their children’s schooling may help 
ensure that their children remain engaged in school, which may be particularly useful for when 
students have adverse school experiences that could negatively affect their school engagement, such 
as being suspended from school. 
Another way in which social capital benefits students is through the connections that their 
parents have with others. Coleman (1988) argued that intergenerational closure, or the 
connectedness of parents of school peers, is another way in which social capital is formed. Further, 
the networks maintained between parents and school personnel are also important, as they help 
allow parents to advocate for their children in a school setting (Horvat et al, 2003).  This 
connectedness to others helps promote the development of their children in a variety of ways, such 
as serving as information channels and providing a “strength in numbers” approach to advocating 
for their children and dealing with school problems. While Coleman’s arguments have been 




negatively related to high school dropout (Carbonaro, 1998), these networks are not evenly 
distributed across families, but are instead disproportionately found in more affluent families 
(Horvat et al., 2003). These class differences in networks that can be used to tailor their children’s 
school experiences have implications for how well-off parents can advocate for their students and 
help them after they have been disciplined in school in a way that economically disadvantaged 
parents cannot. 
A final reason why social class differences in the likelihood of acquiring social capital are 
important to note is related to Coleman’s (1988) argument that social capital aids in the development 
of human capital, which is essentially the knowledge and skills that one possesses that can help them 
achieve in life. Despite the popular opinion that everyone who works hard has equal ability to 
achieve their goals, the ability to develop knowledge and skills necessary to achieve is not equally 
distributed across students. Rather, there are various hurdles faced by racially/ethnically 
marginalized populations and economically disadvantaged populations in acquiring human capital 
that are not experienced by their counterparts. 
 
2.3.3. Cultural Capital and Educational Inequality  
 Separate from social capital, cultural capital has also been argued to predict student 
achievement. As argued by Bourdieu (1986), cultural capital relates to the cultural resources and 
experiences that a student has available to them through their home environment. For example, 
common measures used in studies on cultural capital include time spent reading and materials read, 
involvement in classes relating to the arts, cultural trips (e.g. visits to a museum or a play), 
participation in extracurricular activities, and educational resources in the home (Gaddis, 2013; 
Jæger, 2011; Roscingo & Ainsworth, 1999; Sullivan, 2001). However, similar to Bourdieu’s argument 




distributed, and varies by social status (1977). Research has shown that youth from economically 
disadvantaged families are less exposed to learning resources such as books and computers (Evans, 
2004), have less opportunities to be involved in educational activities (e.g. visiting the library, trips to 
museums) (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002), and are also less likely to participate in extracurricular 
activities such as organized sports or the arts (Bracey, 2006). Although racial differences in cultural 
capital exist, they are largely explained by disparities in socioeconomic status (Roscigno & 
Ainsworth-Darnell, 1999).  
The reason why young people’s exposure to cultural capital is important is because of how 
the educational system reflects class structure in society and is reflective of white, middle class 
norms (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Therefore, acquiring cultural capital helps to acquaint students 
with the dominant culture and therefore helps them succeed in school (Bourdieu, 1986). Findings 
have supported this, as several studies have tied cultural capital to higher levels of achievement on 
both reading and math test scores (De Graf et al., 2000; Jæger, 2011) and grades (DiMaggio,1982; 
Dumais, 2002), as well as higher levels of educational attainment (DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; Evans et 
al., 2010; Jæger & Holm, 2007; Kaufman & Gabler, 2004). Notably, cultural capital has long-lasting 
effects seen across generations, as one’s educational success is significantly related to their 
grandparents’ level of cultural capital (Møllegaard & Jæger, 2015).   
According to Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), children who possess cultural capital are 
rewarded in the educational system because it operates under the presumption that students possess 
this and therefore does not concern itself with helping children acquire it. Specifically, he states that 
the “educational system demands of everyone alike that they have what it does not give” (p. 494), 
but rather what can only be attained through one’s home environment and upbringing. Cultural 
capital then affects students’ academic performance and achievement in multiple ways, one of which 




cultural capital has a positive effect on students’ academic performance through the fact that it 
increases student’s academic self-esteem. Cultural capital also has been shown to positively affect 
students’ sense of belonging at school and their aspirations for future occupations (Tramonte & 
Willms, 2010). 
Separately, Jæger (2011) describes how cultural capital affects student-teacher interactions, 
and notes that when teachers become aware of a student’s cultural capital (e.g. their participation in 
intellectual and cultured activities), they tend to believe it is the result of a student being academically 
gifted rather than directly related to their parents’ financial well-being. This results in teachers 
developing a favorable bias towards children of higher socioeconomic status, which results in better 
treatment by teachers, therefore positively affecting their achievement. Studies have shown that 
teachers rate classroom skills as being higher for students who are of higher socioeconomic status 
(Farkas et al., 1990) and have higher levels of cultural capital (Dumais, 2006) (See Wildhagen, 2009 
for no support). Further, Roscigno and Ainsworth-Darnell (1999) found that the effect of cultural 
capital on student achievement was partially mediated by the fact that teachers perceive those with 
higher cultural capital as having more academic skills.  
Therefore, the idea that is often promoted of education being “the great equalizer” of society 
is rejected by Bourdieu and findings that have tested his theory, because of the disparities in capital 
that students have when they enter school. Instead, he argues that because the educational system 
mirrors how society is structured, it only serves to perpetuate and further entrench inequality among 
its students. If the structure of the school system intrinsically puts certain youth at a disadvantage, 




2.4. Minority Threat Framework  
2.4.1. Origins of Minority Threat Hypothesis  
 The origins of racial/minority threat theory trace back to Blalock’s (1967) power-threat 
hypothesis, which posits that as the proportion of the population that non-white individuals 
comprise increases, whites will perceive them as being more of a threat to their power and this will 
result in an increased use of discrimination and mechanisms of social control towards them. He 
argued that increasing minoritized populations pose two forms of threat to the white population: 
political and economic threat. Political threat is in reference to the fact that increasing numbers of 
non-white individuals with political power may affect the political dominance of whites, while 
economic threat relates to the fact that the economic comfort felt by whites is threatened with 
increasing numbers of non-white individuals competing for economic resources (e.g. jobs, housing). 
More relevant to this dissertation, subsequent arguments around minority threat have further 
accounted for the fact that people of color are often also considered criminal threat by whites 
(Crawford et al., 1998; Liska, 1992). This is due to the racist bias, whether conscious or unconscious, 
that causes whites to associate non-white populations with criminality and therefore perceive them 
as a threat to safety. 
 Because of the direct linkage to the field of criminal justice, racial threat has been studied 
extensively in the criminological literature. Many studies have examined how larger percentages of 
non-white populations relate to the use of the justice system as a form of social control. Findings 
have shown that the size of Black populations is positively related to police force size (Holmes et al., 
2008; Kent & Jacobs, 2005), police expenditures (Holmes et al., 2008), police brutality (Holmes, 
2000), incarceration rates (Greenberg & West, 2001; Jacobs & Carmichael, 2001), the likelihood of 
death penalty legality (Jacobs & Carmichael, 2002), and punitive attitudes/beliefs (Baumer et al., 




populations and justice system operations, less research has been done on Latinx populations and 
research on this topic has found conflicting findings (see Holmes et al., 2008; Jacobs & Carmichael, 
2002; Kent & Jacobs, 2005). This shows that while ethnic threat exists against Latinx populations, it 
may not be as prominent as racial threat. 
 
2.4.2. Minority Threat and School Context  
While the criminal justice system is usually thought of as the primary method of social 
control, schools serve a similar function for youth (Durkheim, 1961; Wacquant, 2001). In 1992, 
Feeley and Simon argued a concept of “the new penology,” in which the criminal justice system had 
become primarily focused on risk management of individuals based on predictions of dangerousness 
and “markedly less concerned with responsibility, fault, moral sensibility, diagnosis, or intervention 
and treatment of the individual” (p. 452). Roque and Snellings (2018) asserted that the same 
argument could be made about the education system, where “the new disciplinology” has begun to 
mirror the changes that took place in the criminal justice system in its relatively recent heightened 
focus on risk management and punishment.  
Though the phrase “the new disciplinology” being used to describe this phenomenon is new, 
this argument is not. For example, Lois Wacquant (2001) argued that the school settings which serve 
poor, mainly racially/ethnically marginalized students are inadequate in terms of education offered, 
and instead have a heightened focus on regulating student behavior. This is evident through the 
effort that goes into maintaining order and enforcing various security measures to do so, which 
causes these schools to begin to mirror criminal justice institutions. Because of this, it is likely that 
minority threat influences the extent to which decision makers in the educational system feel the 
need to implement risk management techniques, and results in harsher punishment in schools with 




Extensive research has shown that larger percentages of racially and ethnically marginalized 
populations in schools is related to harsher punishment. Larger percentages of Black students in a 
school has been tied to the increased likelihood of office referrals, suspension, expulsion, and law 
enforcement referrals or arrests, charges pressed, court involvement, and punitive zero-tolerance 
policies (Anyon, 2014; Peguero et al., 2015; Roque & Paternoster, 2011; Ramey, 2015; Welch & 
Payne, 2010; Welch & Payne, 2012). Although the findings on minority threat regarding Latinx 
students is less consistent, schools with larger Latinx populations have been shown to be more likely 
to use harsh disciplinary responses such as suspension and less likely to use mild disciplinary 
measures (Anyon et al., 2014; Welch & Payne, 2018). Given prior findings of how minority threat 
applies to the criminal justice system, and theory that has argued that schools can also serve as 
methods of social control, it is important to account for school context when measuring factors 
related to disproportionality in school discipline. 
 
2.5. Theoretical Frameworks Summary  
While varied in the arguments they raise, the four theoretical frameworks outlined 
complement one another in helping to explain the hypotheses of this study. First, arguments within 
labeling theory and minority threat theory support the expected finding of disparities across multiple 
measures suspension. Second, labeling and life course theory support expected findings regarding 
the long-term negative effects of being punished, seen both in how it affects student development 
and their eventual academic outcomes. Finally, labeling, life-course, and capital theories support the 
expected finding of differences in the effect of suspension, as these theories argue that there are 
differences in the ability to effectively recover or “bounce back” following punishment and 
associated stigmatization. The following section reviews literature that has further supported these 




CHAPTER 3: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
The purpose of this literature review is to outline what prior research has shown in relation 
to the theories outlined in the prior chapter, as well as provide context for this study’s analyses by 
outlining the scholarly work that’s been done in the areas of school discipline and its effects on 
school engagement, achievement, and attainment. The literature review begins by providing the 
historical context of exclusionary discipline in the United States, as well as in the study site of New 
York City specifically. This is followed by a review of individual- and school-level factors that have 
been shown to be related to suspensions, and by research that has aimed to explain the disparities in 
exclusionary discipline that have persisted over time. Next, the injurious effects that school 
suspension has on future school experiences and various life outcomes is summarized. This is 
followed by a review of the literature on gaps in school engagement, achievement, and attainment 
and the literature that has aimed to explain why these gaps have persisted, and in some cases 
increased, over time.  
 
3.1. History of Exclusionary School Discipline 
3.1.1. School Discipline in the United States  
While there has recently been a dramatic increase in research produced on the topic of 
exclusionary discipline (McGrew, 2016), many of the issues we are focused on today are not new, 
but have been noted for decades. These problems include a concerning number of students being 
disciplined in a way that removes them from their normal classroom setting, students being 
punished in an overly severe manner, and disparities evident within the use of school discipline. 
School exclusion (e.g. suspension, expulsion) became a widespread disciplinary practice during the 
1960s and early 1970s, when it began to replace earlier forms of school discipline such as corporal 




missed a quarter of the school year, most of which was missed as a result of receiving a disciplinary 
action that excluded them from school (Children’s Defense Fund, 1974). A subsequent report by the 
Children’s Defense Fund (1975) outlined that suspensions were often for relatively minor behavior 
that did not pose a risk for school safety. Furthermore, this report noted that Black students, poor 
students, and male students were disproportionately represented in this form of school discipline.  
While the issues surrounding school discipline are not new, policies on school discipline 
have changed and exacerbated these already existing problems. Many scholars note the growing 
concern regarding school safety that took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Adams, 2000; 
Cerrone, 1999; Insley, 2001), which was likely related to the highly publicized incidents of school 
violence, particularly the Columbine shooting (Muschert & Peguero, 2010). This led to the 
implementation of zero-tolerance policies that many scholars link to the increase in the prevalence 
and severity of school discipline (Black, 2016; Skiba & Peterson, 1999). Zero tolerance policies can 
be characterized by their one-size-fits-all approach to behavior and associated severity in 
punishment, where students would receive the same harsh punishment for the same behavior, 
regardless of the seriousness of the behavior or the situational context in which the behavior was 
committed (American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008). These policies, 
which were commonplace in school districts across the country by the early 1990s, often focused on 
targeting behavioral offenses relating to drugs, tobacco, gang activity, weapons, and school 
disruption (Mongan & Walker, 2012; Skiba & Knesting, 2001; Skiba & Peterson, 1999).  
Although the intention behind the enactment of these policies was to increase school safety, 
many have pointed out the lack of evidence that these policies actually make schools safer 
(American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Skiba & Knesting, 2001; 
Skiba & Peterson, 1999). It is important to note that the increasing use of exclusionary discipline in 




Disease Control, 2004). Furthermore, analyses of behaviors that resulted in suspension showed that 
for the most part, youth were not being suspended for actions that posed a threat to school safety. 
For example, Skiba and colleagues (1997) showed that actions that involved threats, endangering 
behavior, and throwing objects accounted for less than 10 percent of all suspensions. Meanwhile, 
with the exception of fighting, the next most frequent reasons for referrals to the office that led to 
suspensions were for disobedience, conduct interference, and disrespect. Despite a wide range of 
possible behavioral interventions that can be used for these minor or moderate non-violent 
behaviors, suspension has been shown to be the most commonly used disciplinary response to 
address student behavior (Skiba & Knesting, 2001; Skiba & Rausch, 2006b). 
Suspensions in schools have begun to decrease, likely as the result of public outcry over 
disparities in punishment, growing evidence that zero tolerance is not making students any safer, and 
advances in our understanding of the deleterious effects of exclusionary discipline. In public schools 
nationwide, about 2.7 million students, which amounts to roughly 5% of K-12th graders, were 
suspended in the 2015-2016 school year (Civil Rights Data Collection, 2015-16). This is about a 21% 
decrease from the 3.45 million students suspended in 2011-2012 (Civil Rights Data Collection, 2011-
2012). While this decline in suspensions is promising, data reveals that there are still striking 
disparities in school discipline, with students of color and students with disabilities being suspended 
disproportionately relative to their enrollment (U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 
2018). Therefore, there is still a need for research that examines how suspension adversely affects 
students, particularly those that are still at a heightened risk of being suspended despite the notable 





3.1.2. School Discipline in New York City 
The data used in this study is from the New York City Department of Education. The New 
York City school district is the largest in the country, serving over 1.1 million students in over 1,800 
public schools (NYC Department of Education, n.d.). Given the sheer size and location of this 
public school system, there has been a spotlight on how school discipline is imposed. In 2011, a 
report was released that documented how the number of suspensions in New York City increased 
dramatically between 2002-2009, and that Black students and students with disabilities were being 
disproportionately represented in school suspensions (New York Civil Liberties Union, 2011a). 
Additionally, school arrests were at concerningly high levels, with data showing that an average of 
one student per day was arrested in the New York City public school system – and over 90 percent 
of those arrested were Black or Latinx (New York Civil Liberties Union, 2011b).  
In response to the crisis of school discipline in New York City, two separate task forces were 
created in order to better understand suspensions and safety in New York City schools. The first 
task force was convened by Former New York Chief Judge Judith Kaye, and in 2013 this task force 
released their report which further confirmed prior reports of overrepresentation of students of 
color and students with disabilities in school suspensions and arrests. Additionally, it found that 
differences in school discipline rates across schools were not due to behavioral differences, but 
rather to how schools chose to respond to behavior. Recommendations involved strategies of 
preventing youth from being suspended and becoming involved with the justice-system, and 
implementing positive interventions for when youth do become involved with the justice-system. 
Additionally, it recommended agency collaboration in developing shared goals on how to keep youth 
safely integrated in schools without having to rely on exclusionary discipline or school-based 
enforcement strategies (New York City School-Justice Partnership Task Force, 2013). The second 




school safety in schools without having to rely on exclusionary discipline and enforcement actions. 
This task force released a report in 2015 that outlined recommendations such as clearly defining a 
mission statement on addressing school behavior without resorting to school exclusion, providing 
additional support in schools with high rates of school discipline and enforcement, and specifically 
targeting disparities in discipline (Mayor’s Leadership Team on School Climate and Discipline, 
2015). Likely in part due to these recent task forces and implemented initiatives, the number of 
suspensions in New York City schools has decreased substantially in recent years. This has been 
accomplished without sacrificing school safety as crime in schools continues to drop as well (New 
York Civil Liberties Union, 2016). However, disparities continue to pose a problem in school 
discipline, as Black students and students with disabilities still have higher rates of suspensions, are 
more likely to have multiple suspensions, and average longer suspensions than their counterparts 
(Chauhan et al., 2019).  
The following sections will provide a more in-depth examination of who is being suspended, 
how suspension negatively effects youth, and how suspension may serve to increase gaps in 
achievement and attainment. This literature review begins by providing an overview of the 
individual- and school-level factors that the literature has shown to be predictors of suspension, and 
school discipline more generally. This is followed by research on disparities that has examined 
competing hypotheses of differential involvement versus differential response. Next, literature that 
has outlined the negative effects of suspension on academic performance, educational outcomes, 
and overall life outcomes is described. Finally, research on disparities in school achievement, 
engagement, and attainment are outlined. This chapter will end with a discussion on the gaps still 
existing in the literature on disparities in school suspension and the adverse effects it has on youth, 




3.2. Predictors of School Suspension  
3.2.1. Individual-Level Factors  
Gender and Race/Ethnicity  
Extensive research has shown that with regard to demographic variables, gender and 
race/ethnicity are consistent predictors of suspension. Males have consistently been found to be at 
higher risk of suspension than females (Anyon et al., 2014; Camacho & Krezmien, 2018; Chu & 
Ready, 2018; Cruz & Rodl, 2018; Hemphill et al., 2010; Hinojosa, 2008; Huang & Cornell, 2018; 
Kewalramani et al., 2007; Kirk, 2009; Mizel et al., 2016; Skiba et al., 2014). With regard to 
race/ethnicity, Black students compared to white students have repeatedly been found to be more 
likely to be suspended than white students (Anyon et al., 2014; Chu & Ready, 2018; Cruz & Rodl, 
2018; Hinojosa, 2008; Huang & Cornell, 2018; Kewalramani et al., 2007; Kirk, 2009; Krezmien et al., 
2006; Mizel et al., 2016; Petras et al., 2011; Roque & Paternoster, 2011; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 
2014; Wallace et al., 2008; see Bradshaw et al., 2010 for no support) and more frequently suspended 
(Morgan et al., 2019; Shollenberger, 2013). Morgan and colleagues (2019) found that Black students 
had accumulated 1.6 times as many suspensions white students by the end of 8th grade. Moreover, 
while only nine percent of white male students had missed 20 or more days of school during the 
course of their K-12 education due to suspension, over twice as many Black male students had 
missed 20 or more days (Shollenberger, 2013).  
Another way disparities in suspension have been examined is by days suspended, although 
research on this topic has mostly been limited to racial differences in suspension lengths. The 
findings across the handful of studies that have been done on this topic are inconsistent. While a 
study by Kinsler (2011) found that Black students receive, on average, about a day longer 
suspension, there have also been a few studies that have failed to find any significant difference in 




colleagues (2019) showed that for more serious behaviors, Black students received the longest 
suspensions, followed by Hispanic/Latinx students, then by white students, with Asian students 
averaging the shortest suspensions. At the aggregate level, schools with larger percentages of non-
white students administer significantly longer suspensions, regardless of the socioeconomic 
composition of the school (Anderson & Ritter, 2017).  
Studies have also examined differences in likelihood of suspension for other racial and 
ethnic groups in comparison to white students. Kewalramani and colleagues (2007) found that even 
though Hispanic/Latinx students account for a smaller percentage of the overall K-12 population, 
they are suspended at a higher rate than white students. Other studies have also found that Latinx 
students are more likely to be suspended (Chu & Ready, 2018; Cruz & Rodl, 2018; Huang & 
Cornell, 2018; Petras et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2011; Wallace et al., 2008), or receive school discipline 
more generally (Peguero & Shekarkhar, 2011), in comparison to white students (see Kirk, 2009 and 
Skiba et al., 2011 for no effect). Asian students, on the other hand, are significantly less likely to be 
suspended than white students (Chu & Ready, 2018; Cruz & Rodl, 2018; Huang & Cornell, 2018; 
Morgan & Wright, 2018; Wallace et al, 2008, see Anyon et al., 2014 for no effect). While there is a 
general lack of research on other racial/ethnic groups, it should be noted that a few studies have also 
found that Native American students had significantly higher rates of suspension than white 
students (Cruz et al., 2018; Krezmien et al., 2006; Wallace et al., 2008, see Anyon et al., 2014 for no 
support).   
 
Socioeconomic Status  
Low socioeconomic status, which is often measured as whether a youth qualifies for free or 
reduced-price lunch, has also been shown to increase the likelihood of suspension (Huang & 




for no effect). Beyond free or reduced-price lunch status, other proxies have also been used to 
measure student socioeconomic status. Mizel and colleagues (2016) and Wright and colleagues 
(2014) both found that parental educational attainment is negatively related to a student’s likelihood 
of being suspended and expelled. Home ownership (Hemphill et al., 2010) and home resources 
(Hinojosa, 2008) have also been used as indicators of socioeconomic status, and have both been 
found to reduce the likelihood of suspension. Some studies have also used multiple indicators of 
socioeconomic status to create a composite measure, such as Morgan and colleagues (2019), which 
used parental education levels, occupations, and income to measure socioeconomic status, finding 
that higher family socioeconomic status was related to less suspensions received by 8th grade.  
 
Disability Status  
Another subgroup of the student population that is at an increased risk of suspension are 
students with disabilities (Anyon et al., 2014; Chu & Ready, 2018; Camacho & Krezmien, 2018; 
Huang & Cornell, 2018; Krezmien et al., 2006; Zhang et al., 2004; see Morgan et al., 2019 for 
conflicting evidence). However, it should be noted that not all disabilities increase the likelihood of 
suspension. Certain disabilities that have been shown to significantly increase the risk of suspension 
for students include emotional disturbances, learning disabilities, and other health impairments 
(Krezmien, 2006, Sullivan et al., 2014).  
 
English Language Learner Status 
Another protective factor against suspension documented in the literature is being an 
English language learner, as these students are less likely to be suspended than students whose native 
language is English (Anyon et al., 2014; Chu & Ready, 2018). However, this finding is not as well-





School Performance/Achievement  
Various studies have also shown the importance of the relationship between school 
engagement and suspensions. For example, higher grades and test scores are related to a lower 
likelihood of being suspended (Chu & Ready, 2018; Huang & Cornell, 2018; Wright et al., 2014). 
Other indicators of school engagement besides academic performance are also important. Poorer 
attendance in terms of days tardy and days absent are linked to higher likelihood of suspension (Chu 
& Ready, 2018). Further, Mizel and colleagues (2016) found that increased hours spent doing 
homework, higher levels of preparation for class, and higher academic aspirations were all negatively 
related to suspension and expulsion. However, in a study by Hinojosa (2008), academic engagement 
was measured by student interest and excitement regarding their classes and homework, and this 
measure of academic engagement was not significantly related to likelihood of suspension.  
 
Student Delinquency  
As would be expected, indicators relating to student delinquency, measured through self-
reports and parent-reports, are also related to likelihood of suspension (Hemphill et al., 2010; Mizel 
et al. 2016; Wright et al., 2014). A study by Huang and Cornell (2018) which measured the individual 
effect of aggressive attitudes and various aggressive acts found that aggressive attitudes, bullying 
behavior, and engaging in fights were all related to increased likelihood of suspension. Relatedly, 
interaction with antisocial peers also increases the likelihood of suspension, as Hemphill and 
colleagues (2010) found that even when controlling for self-reported antisocial behavior, students 
who interacted with antisocial peers were about five times more likely to be suspended than students 




The argument is often raised that it is not suspension that causes students to disengage from 
school, it is the problem behavior that results in suspension and disengagement. While there is merit 
to this argument, several studies have shown that even when controlling for problem behavior, 
attitudes, and temperament, certain students are still disproportionately disadvantaged by 
suspension. These include male students, Black students, Hispanic/Latinx students, low-income 
students, students with a disability, and students with lower grades (Hemphill et al., 2010; Huang & 
Cornell, 2018; Mittleman, 2018; Mizel et al., 2016). Notably, Wright and colleagues (2014) found that 
prior problem behavior accounted for virtually all the racial gap in suspensions. However, this study 
relied on teacher ratings of student behavior, and the literature has shown that Black students are 
rated as having more externalized problem behaviors, particularly when assigned to white teachers 
(Bates & Glick., 2013; Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Garcia, 2015; Wright et al., 2017). Furthermore, 
suspension has been shown to have its own unique effect on future adverse outcomes such as future 
antisocial behavior (Hemphill et al., 2006), violent behavior (Hemphill et al., 2009), and justice 
system involvement (e.g. Mittleman, 2018; Rosenbaum, 2020) when controlling for prior indicators 
of antisocial behavior and delinquency. However, there is a general lack of literature finding the 
same to be true for adverse academic outcomes, as these studies rely mostly on administrative data 
and therefore do not include self- or parental-reports of problem behavior.  
 
3.2.2. School-Level Factors  
More recently, researchers have begun to study the effect of school-level characteristics on 
likelihood of being suspended. The most consistent significant school-level predictors of suspension 
noted in the literature has to do with the racial/ethnic composition of the school and the economic 




Racial/Ethnic Composition  
While the effect of a student’s race/ethnicity on school discipline has been studied 
extensively, the effect of a school’s racial and ethnic composition on likelihood of suspension has 
only recently been examined. However, consistent evidence that minority threat hypothesis applies 
in schools and influences discipline has been found. Welch and Payne (2010) were the first to 
examine racial threat within the context of school discipline and found that when controlling for 
student behavior, the percentage of Black students in a school was predictive of various measures of 
school discipline. Larger percentages of Black students in a school was associated with increased use 
of punitive discipline (e.g. detention, suspension) extremely punitive discipline (e.g. notifying the 
police, pressing charges, involving the court), and the likelihood of having zero-tolerance policies 
that result in automatic suspension for a variety of behaviors (e.g. drugs, weapons). Similar findings 
evidencing racial threat in schools have been shown where even controlling for student-level 
behavior, larger Black populations are related to the increased likelihood of office referrals, 
suspension, expulsion, and law enforcement referrals or arrests (Anyon, 2014; Peguero et al., 2015; 
Roque & Paternoster, 2011; Ramey, 2015; Skiba et al., 2014; Welch & Payne, 2012).  
Moreover, a study by Hughes and colleagues (2017) found that larger percentages of Black 
students in a school increases the likelihood that Black students will be suspended, but decreases the 
likelihood that white students will be suspended. Conversely, Gregory and colleagues (2011) found 
that proportion of Black students in a school was positively related to the suspension rate of both 
groups of students, but that schools with larger proportions of Black students also had larger racial 
gaps in suspension rates. It is possible that this relationship between school racial/ethnic 
compositions may be curvilinear, as Edwards (2016) found that the likelihood of being suspended 
was highest for Black students in schools that had high percentages of Black or white students, and 




Black populations are also more likely to use various surveillance and security measures such as 
metal detectors, security guards, surveillance cameras, and fencing around the school (Mowen & 
Parker, 2017). They are also less likely to use mild disciplinary responses such as restorative 
disciplinary techniques including peer mediation and community service (Payne & Welch, 2015).  
Findings on ethnic threat with regard to Latinx populations in schools are less consistent. In 
the aforementioned first study done applying racial threat framework to school context, the 
percentage of Latinx schools were not significantly related to the use of punitive discipline, 
extremely punitive discipline, the likelihood of having zero-tolerance policies (Welch & Payne, 
2010). However, on a similar follow-up study looking at the use of various mild and harsh 
disciplinary responses, Welch and Payne (2018) found that schools with larger Latinx populations 
are more likely to use harsher disciplinary responses such as out-of-school suspension, while being 
less likely to use more mild responses such as detention and community service. Further, while 
percentage of Latinx students has been shown to increase the likelihood of suspension for Latinx 
students, it is related to decreased odds of white students being suspended (Hughes et al., 2017). 
However, there has also been some inconsistency of findings in additional studies on ethnic threat 
and school discipline, where larger percentages of Latinx students are related to increased use 
(Anyon et al., 2014) and decreased use (Ramey, 2015) of suspensions (see Peguero et al., 2015 for no 
effect).  
 
Socioeconomic Composition  
As stated earlier, qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch is often used as a proxy for low 
socioeconomic status. There have been conflicting findings regarding the relationship between the 
percentage of students who qualify for free or reduced lunch and suspension. While studies have 




of being suspended (Christie et al., 2004; Huang & Cornell, 2018; see Skiba et al., 2014 for no 
support), Cruz and colleagues (2018) found that as student population qualifying for free or reduced 
lunch increased, suspension rates actually decreased. Additionally, in analyses that have disentangled 
the predictors of suspension for students of different racial groups, Gregory and colleagues (2011) 
found that a larger percentage of low socioeconomic status students was only positively related to 
the suspension rate for white students.  
Studies have also examined the relationship between the socioeconomic status of the 
neighborhood where a school is located and suspension, and have shown that schools located in 
economically disadvantaged neighborhoods may be more likely to use exclusionary disciplinary 
tactics. For example, in a study of school districts in Ohio, findings revealed that schools 
characterized as “major urban, very high poverty” had significantly higher rates of suspension, 
expulsion, and other disciplinary actions than any other school typology. Furthermore, the racial 
discipline gap was also greatest in these schools (Noltemeyer & McLoughlin, 2010). Similar findings 
were echoed by Shabazian (2015) who found that rates of different forms of exclusionary discipline 
were highest at school sites serving low-income communities situated in urban or inner-city 
neighborhoods. Similarly, when Hemphill and colleagues (2010) administered surveys in a 
socioeconomically stratified sample of schools, they found that students in schools located in 
communities that were highest in socioeconomic disadvantage were most at risk of suspension. 
There’s also evidence that school resources are related to suspension rates, as Christie and colleagues 
(2004) conducted a case study of eight middle schools in Kentucky and found that schools with low 






3.2.3. Research on Student Behavior and Disparities in Discipline 
 Prior work has explored reasons for why students are suspended, with many of these studies 
using this incident-level data to explore why disparities are occurring. Several studies that have 
outlined behaviors warranting discipline have shown that the majority of incidents occurring are not 
serious (Raffaele Mendez & Knoff, 2003; Skiba et al., 1997; Skiba et al., 2014). In an exploration of 
over 100,000 incidents warranting suspension or expulsion in a Midwestern state, Skiba and 
colleagues (2014) found that about 73% were for incidents of disruption or defiance while less than 
4% were for use or possession of alcohol, drugs, or weapons. Similarly, a study by Raffaele Mendez 
and Knoff (2003) on suspension incidents in a large school district in Florida found that the top 3 
most common behaviors resulting in suspension were disobedience (20%), disruption (13%), and 
fighting (13%). Of the 15 most common behaviors listed that accounted for 90% of suspensions, 
weapons possession and alcohol/narcotics possession were among the least common, each 
accounting for less than 1% of suspensions. While serious behavioral incidents do occur in schools, 
these behaviors do not account for the majority of behaviors warranting school exclusion.  
As mentioned, these studies with incident-level behavior data have aimed to shed light on 
the source of disproportionality in school discipline. Within education research, there are two main 
hypotheses for why students of color are overrepresented in school discipline: differential 
involvement and differential selection (also known as the discrimination hypothesis) (Eitle & Eitle, 
2004; Gregory et al., 2010). Either students receiving the punishment are committing more 
dangerous acts and/or more frequently misbehaving (i.e. differential involvement), or bias is 
influencing the punishment youth receive (i.e. differential selection). The evidence is overwhelmingly 
in favor of the differential selection hypothesis.  
Many scholars who have aimed to answer this question with regards to racial disparities have 




exclusionary discipline (Edwards, 2016; Skiba et al., 2014) and harsher punishments more generally 
(McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; McFadden et al., 1992; Shaw & Braden, 1990) than white 
youth. McCarthy and Hoge (1987) found that while Black students were sanctioned more often, 
rates of engagement in various types of school misconduct was often not significantly different 
between Black and white students. When it was, white students often had higher rates of 
engagement in these behaviors – therefore providing weak evidence for the argument of differential 
involvement. Similar results were reported by Shaw and Braden (1990), who found that although 
Black students were sanctioned more severely, white students were referred for discipline, on 
average, for more severe rule violations.   
Studies have touched on the fact that suspension is directly related to being referred to the 
office, and Black youth tend to be referred to the office most often (Skiba et al., 2002; Wallace et al., 
2008). Though not limited to school suspension, Skiba and colleagues (2002) conducted a study 
aimed at discovering the source of disproportional punishment across genders and racial/ethnic 
groups. Findings showed that while male students engaged in more serious behaviors than female 
students, this pattern of involvement in more serious behavior did not explain the racial discipline 
gap. Rather, Black students are suspended at higher rates simply because they are referred to the 
office at higher rates. In a similar study on racial and ethnic disparities in school discipline, findings 
showed that Black and Latinx middle school students were more likely to be sent to the office than 
white students, and they were also more likely to be suspended and expelled than white youth for 
the same type of behavior (Skiba et al., 2011).   
In an educators’ guide for understanding implicit bias, Staats (2016) notes that behaviors 
relating to disruption, disrespect, and noise “are ambiguous and dependent on context, yet they are 
frequently provided as reasons for student discipline” (p.30). Indeed, subjective behaviors such as 




1997). Furthermore, several studies have shown that Black youth who are more likely to be referred 
to the office and suspended for subjective behaviors that, for the most part, are based off 
perceptions of school staff (e.g. noise, disrespect, loitering) while white youth are often disciplined 
for behaviors that require very little subjective interpretation (e.g., smoking, vandalism, language) 
(Annamma et al., 2019; Skiba et al., 2002). Further evidence for this was found by Girvan and 
colleagues (2017) whose study showed that racial disproportionality in school discipline is mostly 
explained by the racial differences in subjective office referrals. Subjective office referrals accounted 
for a much larger percentage of referrals to the office than objective office referrals, and explained 
up to three times as much of the variance in disproportionality in discipline than objective office 
referrals. 
While the aforementioned studies show clear patterns of biased decision-making, scholars 
have also aimed to examine how this bias operates, and there’s evidence that Black students are 
judged by different criteria when it comes to determining appropriate discipline. For example, 
McCarthy and Hoge (1987) found that the effect of race on school discipline was indirect. Teachers 
view Black students more negatively than white students in terms of demeanor, academic 
performance, and prior punishment, which then causes them to sanction them more harshly than 
white students. More recently, in experiments aimed at examining the role that stereotypes and 
labeling play in teachers’ decisions regarding disciplining students, Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015) 
found that teachers were more likely to view Black students as troublemakers after committing a 
second minor behavioral infraction than white students, and therefore feel they should be punished 
more harshly for the same minor behavioral infractions. Furthermore, teachers are also more likely 
to believe that these minor behavioral infractions as patterned behavior when committed by Black 





3.2.4. Summary on Predictors of School Discipline 
The body of literature that has examined predictors of school suspension is extensive, and 
within these studies, notable patterns emerge. At the individual-level, sociodemographic factors 
including being a Black or Latinx student and being a student from an economically disadvantaged 
family are linked to an increased likelihood of suspension. Having a disability has also been linked to 
an increased likelihood of suspension. It should be noted that while poor academic performance and 
problem behavior have also been linked to suspension, students of color, students of low 
socioeconomic status, and students with disabilities are still more likely to be disciplined even when 
accounting for these factors. Furthermore, research that has aimed to determine why disparities in 
discipline are occurring have found that it is not the result of different rates or severity of problem 
behavior, but the result of Black and Latinx students being treated more harshly.  At the school-
level, higher percentages of Black and Latinx students and higher percentages of economically 
disadvantaged students are related to a higher likelihood of suspension. As future sections of this 
literature review will show, this is problematic not only because of the deleterious effects of being 
suspended on future school experiences and life outcomes, but also because these groups of 
students are also likely to be behind their peers in terms of school engagement, achievement, and 
attainment.  
 
3.3. Adverse Effects of School Suspension 
There are several assumptions often made about the possible benefits of suspensions, and 
exclusionary discipline in general, in order to justify their use. One is that when a student is 
suspended, this will serve as a deterrent for future misbehavior (Massar et al., 2015). Another is that 
when a problem student is removed from the classroom, this will result in a safer and better learning 




largely debunks these claims. Suspension does not serve as a deterrent, and instead is likely to lead to 
future suspensions (Raffaele Mendez, 2003; Massar et al., 2015). A study by Massar and colleagues 
(2015) found that over half of suspended students received another suspension in the same year, and 
over 70 percent received an office discipline referral and/or suspension. Suspended students seem 
to realize the harmful effects of this punishment, as a study by Quin and Hemphill (2014) showed 
that over 40% of students reported that the suspension was not helpful and that they would likely be 
suspended again, in comparison to the 20% reported that they learned their lesson and would never 
be suspended again. Furthermore, research has shown that schools with higher rates of suspension 
have lower academic achievement for both suspended and non-suspended students (Perry & Morris, 
2014), and are more likely to be perceived as unsafe by students and teachers (Steinberg et al., 2011). 
Beyond this, suspension has been shown to have both short- and long-term effects on students both 
in and out of school. The literature on the effect of suspension on educational processes and 
outcomes as well as non-educational life events is outlined below.  
 
3.3.1. Educational Processes and Outcomes 
 Nationally, students lost over 11 million days of schooling in 2015-2016 due to school 
suspensions, with disparities in suspension resulting in Black students missing the most class time at 
66 days of lost instruction time per 100 students (Losen & Whitaker, 2018). Conservative estimates 
suggest that the average suspension is anywhere from 3.2 to 3.5 days (Aucejo & Romano, 2016; 
Losen, et al., 2015), which allows for a period of disengagement from school. This is especially true 
for youth who have multiple suspensions, which comprises a significant portion of suspended 
students. In 2015-2016, about 40 percent of youth who were suspended received at least one more 




implications, as research has shown the importance of time spent engaged in an academic setting 
and student achievement (Fisher et al., 2015).  
Students who have been suspended have also been shown to have lower levels of interest in 
school following the suspension than those who have not been suspended (Costenbader & 
Markson, 1997). This may be partially explained because of student’s experiences returning to school 
after a suspension, where most students reported that teachers did not help them catch up on their 
missed work and less than 10 percent of students reported that their teachers’ level of assistance 
increased following their return to school. The majority reported that teachers’ level of assistance 
either stayed the same (49%) or decreased (43%) (Quin & Hemphill, 2014). Decreased interest in 
school may also be explained by the effect that suspension has on student attitudes towards school, 
as school exclusion has been shown to reduce feelings of school trust (e.g. feelings of fair treatment, 
support, and adults caring for students) and identification with the importance of doing well in 
school (Pyne, 2019). Further, it has also been shown to affect student attitudes regarding school 
officials, as students who reported higher numbers of prior suspensions were less likely to report 
good relationships with school officials and more likely to report that they felt school officials were 
not concerned about their well-being than low suspension students (Brown, 2007). 
One indicator of school engagement is future attendance, which suspension has been shown 
to negatively affect (Chu & Ready, 2018). A study by Balfanz and colleagues (2012) found that 42 
percent of students suspended in their freshman year of high school had an attendance of less than 
90 percent of the school year, in comparison to 13 percent of non-suspended students. Additionally, 
suspension has been shown to be negatively related to student achievement (Hwang, 2018; Lacoe & 
Steinberg, 2018; Noltemeyer et al., 2015; Raffaele Mendez, 2003), and more strongly linked to low 
achievement than a student’s socioeconomic status (Boon, 2008). For example, Lacoe and Steinberg 




students, but that each additional day suspended beyond the first results in further declines in test 
scores. Studies have also shown that at the school-level, schools who utilize suspension at higher 
rates have lower rates of achievement (Perry & Morris, 2014; Rausch & Skiba, 2004; Rausch & 
Skiba, 2005), and that high levels of suspension are related to declines in achievement for non-
suspended students as well (Perry & Morris, 2014). This serves as evidence against the claim that 
removing problem students from the classroom will provide a better learning environment for the 
students who remain (Ewing, 2000). 
Students who are suspended are also more than twice as likely to fail a course as non-
suspended students (Blafanz et al., 2014). This may explain why grade retention is significantly 
higher for suspended students, as a study of students in Texas found that over 30 percent of 
students who were suspended or expelled were retained a grade at least once, which is significantly 
higher than for students who have never experienced exclusionary discipline (5 percent) (Fabelo et 
al., 2011). There is also evidence that as days suspended increases, gains made in test scores decrease. 
This results in a cumulative effect of days suspended on academic achievement, as students 
suspended 51 days or more over the course of three years were found to be about three grade levels 
behind their non-suspended classmates (Arcia, 2006). Because of the way in which suspension stunts 
academic development, it is no surprise that being suspended is also related to longer times to high 
school graduation (Raffaele Mendez, 2003), and that suspended students are also less likely to 
graduate within 4 years, 5 years, or 6 years (Chu & Ready, 2018).  
Suspended students are also significantly less likely to earn a high school diploma or 
bachelor’s degree in comparison to non-suspended students (Rosenbaum, 2020). A study by Balfanz 
and colleagues (2007) showed that of the 6 percent of students who received at least one out-of-
school suspension, only one-fifth of them graduated within one year of their expected graduation 




(32% versus 16%) (Blafanz et al., 2014). There is evidence that the effect of suspension on 
educational achievement varies by race and ethnicity as a study by Shollenberger (2013) showed 46 
percent of Black male students who were suspended did not go on to graduate high school in 
comparison to 36 percent of white male students. Additionally, Balfanz and colleagues (2012) found 
that the likelihood of graduation decreased from 75 percent to 52 percent for students with one 
suspension, and dropped to only 23 percent for students with four or more suspensions. Notably, 
youth with one suspension had less of a chance of graduating and more of a chance of dropping out 
than youth who had failed a class. At the school-level, school suspension rates have been shown to 
be positively related to school dropout rates (Lee et al., 2011). 
 
3.3.2. Economic and Political Outcomes 
The negative effect that suspension has on educational achievement and attainment is likely 
to result in more difficulties in adulthood. High school grades are predictive of future educational 
attainment and wages earned during young adulthood (French et al., 2015). On average, high school 
dropouts earn $331,000 less over the course of their lifetimes than individuals with high school 
diplomas (Carnevale et al., 2011). Furthermore, when compared to those with a high school 
diploma, dropouts have a higher unemployment rate, and earn 50 percent less income when 
employed (Julian & Kominski, 2011). Additionally, they are almost twice as likely to experience 
poverty as high school graduates (Gabe, 2010). However, suspension has also been shown to 
negatively affect the likelihood of future employment and income for females directly, regardless of 
high school completion status (Davies & Tanner, 2003). Additionally, students with a history of 
having been suspended in school are less likely to participate in civic and political arenas, as they are 





3.3.3. Justice-Related Outcomes 
Extensive work has also been done on the topic of the school-to-prison pipeline, which is 
the process by which youth get pushed out of the classroom by use of exclusionary school 
discipline, which increases their likelihood of future involvement with the justice system (ACLU, 
2008; Advancement Project/Civil Rights Project, 2011). Retrospective studies have shown that 
youth in the juvenile justice system have high rates of prior experiences with exclusionary discipline, 
such as suspension or expulsion (e.g. Sedlak & McPherson, 2010). School exclusion has been linked 
to an increased likelihood of future antisocial behavior, as those who have been suspended are likely 
to engage in future delinquent behavior, violent behavior, and tobacco use, even after adjusting for 
individual (e.g. prior antisocial behavior, impulsivity), family (e.g. poor family management, family 
conflict), peer (e.g. antisocial peers), school (e.g. poor grades), and community (e.g. community 
disorganization) risk factors (Hemphill et al., 2006, Hemphill et al., 2009; Hemphill et al., 2012; 
Hemphill et al., 2017). According to a study by Mowen and colleagues (2020), suspended youth 
report increases in their offending behavior over time, and that each time a youth is suspended 
seems to have a cumulative effect on offending behavior even when controlling for prior offending.  
Suspended youth are also at an increased risk of being arrested as minors (Mittleman, 2018; 
Mowen & Brent, 2016; Shollenberg, 2013), and also specifically during the times when they report 
being suspended (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015; Monahan et al., 2014). The effect of being arrested on 
days when suspended varies by race, as being suspended had a large effect on being arrested for 
Black youth, but not Hispanic/Latinx or Asian youth (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015). While the 
argument could be made that this link between suspension and arrest is obvious (i.e. problem 
behavior can result in both suspension and justice system involvement), the effect of being 
suspended on likelihood of juvenile arrest in the same month is higher for youth who have not 




according to a study by Mittleman (2018), the experience of being suspended serves to alter the 
course of students’ trajectories where the relationship between suspension and arrest is better 
explained by increased risk of future school discipline rather than increased behavioral problems. 
This argument is further supported by findings that show that the effect of suspension on arrest has 
a cumulative effect, where the likelihood of being arrested increases with each year a youth reports 
being suspended (Mowen & Brent, 2016). 
The adverse effect of school discipline on justice system contact also has long-term effects, 
as experiencing school suspension is linked to justice system contact during adulthood as well. Using 
samples matched on 60 factors accounting for sociodemographics, personality, physical and mental 
health, adverse experiences, educational achievement, delinquency and substance abuse, parental risk 
factors, and environmental context, Rosenbaum (2020) found that 12 years after their first 
suspension, suspended youth were 30 percent more likely to have been arrested than non-suspended 
youth. The likelihood of being arrested was even higher for Black youth, as those suspended were 58 
percent more likely to be arrested than the matched sample of Black youth who had not been 
suspended. Suspended youth are also more likely to be incarcerated as adults and experience 
criminal victimization during adulthood (Arum & Beattie, 1999; Wolf & Kupchik, 2017).  
 
3.3.4. Summary on Adverse Effects of Suspension 
 The body of literature on the adverse effects of suspension has shown that there are 
extensive short- and long-term effects of suspension on school experiences and outcomes. These 
include decreases in school interest and engagement, increases in absences, decreases in test scores, 
increased likelihood of course failure and grade retention, and decreased likelihood of graduating 
from high school. Additionally, suspension is related to lower likelihood of participation in labor and 




system. As the following section will show, the same subgroups of students that are most likely to be 
suspended are also those who are most likely to be experiencing academic deficits, which likely 
results in cumulative disadvantage. This may help explain why the negative effects of suspension are 
not limited to school processes and outcomes, but extend beyond high school completion. 
 
3.4. Disparities in the Educational Process  
Research has shown that experiences in schooling with respect to performance, engagement, 
and achievement are not equal among all students. Academic experiences are not isolated, but rather 
seem to feed off each other, as achievement predicts future achievement (Duncan et al., 2007), while 
poor school performance seems to create a snowball effect of disadvantage in schooling. Lacking 
academic abilities have been shown to strongly predict grade retention (Willson & Hughes, 2009) 
and school engagement (Kelly, 2008; Poorthuis et al., 2014). Further, inadequate academic 
achievement, poor and unstable school engagement, and experiences of grade retention also have a 
negative impact on a student’s likelihood of completing high school (Fall & Roberts, 2012; Janosz et 
al., 2008; Jimerson et al., 2002; Stokes, 2012; Wang et al., 2014). In fact, 6th grade experiences of 
absenteeism, failing math, failing English, and suspension have been shown to identify 60% of 
students who will not graduate high school (Balfanz et al., 2007). This is important, as high school 
dropouts are much less likely to be employed than those who completed high school (Alliance for 
Excellent Education, 2011; Sum et al., 2009). They are also likely to have lower incomes, be at higher 
risk for health problems, and be more likely to experience incarceration than those who graduate 
high school (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2011; Bridgeland et al., 2006; Sum et al., 2009).   
The following section outlines gaps in achievement, engagement, and attainment by 
race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and disability status. It should be emphasized that these 




status has been well-documented in the literature. With regards to schools, three-fourths of the 
schools that reported they had 80 to 100 percent students from non-white racial/ethnic populations 
also reported that anywhere from 50 to 100 percent of their students qualified for free or reduced 
lunch (Orfield & Lee, 2006). While students of color are likely to attend schools where the majority 
of children live below the poverty line, the average white student attends a school where most 
students live above the poverty line (Saporito & Sahoni, 2007). Additionally, extensive research has 
shown that students of color (Zhang & Katsiyannis, 2002) and students of low socioeconomic status 
(Blair & Scott, 2002; Skiba et al., 2005) are at an increased risk of being labeled as having a disability. 
Despite these well-documented overlaps across categories, this section is organized by these three 
categories of race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and disability in order to draw parallels to the 
literature that has shown that students of color, students from economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds, and students with disabilities are at increased risk of suspension.  
  
3.4.1. Differences by Racial/Ethnic Group 
Racial/ethnic gaps in school performance and achievement are the most documented and 
researched disparities within our educational system. While the racial/ethnic gaps in test scores 
narrowed after school desegregation took place in the 1960s, they have largely stalled since the 1990s 
(de Brey et al, 2019; Magnuson & Waldfogel, 2008; Morris & Perry, 2016) The National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), which is an assessment of student performance in reading and 
math at various grade levels, is a way to determine the current gap in academic performance at the 
national level and how it has changed over time. For 4th grade and 8th grade students nationally, 
white youth are scoring higher in both math and reading than Black and Hispanic/Latinx students. 
However, the gaps in test scores have remained stagnant since the early 1990s, as there has been no 




1992. In 2017, Black students scored an average of 25 points lower than white students for reading 
achievement and 32 points for math achievement. While the achievement gap in reading has 
narrowed between white students and Hispanic/Latinx students since the early 1990s from 26 to 19 
points, the gap in achievement in math scores has remained virtually the same at 32 points. Beyond 
test scores, students of color are also disadvantaged in other indicators of school performance and 
achievement.  National estimates show Black students being retained at the highest rate, followed by 
Hispanic/Latinx students, and then white students (de Brey et al., 2019).  
While test scores and grade retention are good indicators of school performance, there are 
other factors besides achievement that are linked to educational attainment– such as engagement. In 
a study of trajectories of behavioral school engagement, where engagement was measured using 
indicators relating to attendance, homework completion, and compliance with school expectations, 
Black youth were more likely to be in the groups showing transitory decreasing engagement or 
moderate engagement rather than high engagement (Li & Lerner, 2011). This is important to note, 
as prior work has shown that students classified into trajectories showing unstable school 
engagement are at higher risk of high school dropout (Janosz et al., 2008). Additionally, 
disengagement from school has been shown to increase the likelihood of truancy for Black male 
students (Toldson, 2011). While academic achievement has increased over time for all racial/ethnic 
groups, Black and Hispanic/Latinx students are more likely to drop out of school than white 
students (de Brey et al., 2019; Howard, 2015). Nationally, the dropout rate for Hispanic/Latinx 
students is highest at 9 percent, followed by Black students (6 percent) and then white students (5 
percent) (de Brey et al., 2019).  
Much work has gone into explaining why these differences in school performance and 
achievement exist. Research has shown that there are measurable gaps in cognition apparent prior to 




that Black and white youth are exposed to plays a role in explaining gaps. To this point, studies on 
gaps by race and ethnicity have found that these gaps shrink when socioeconomic factors are 
considered, indicating that the racial gaps in achievement may result from gaps in income, resources, 
and opportunities (Garcia, 2015). Students of color are then further disadvantaged within school 
settings. One way in which this manifests is through teacher implicit bias, where teachers hold lower 
expectations for Latinx and Black students than for white students, while offering more attention 
(e.g. questions, encouragement, praise) to white students than non-white students (Tenenbaum & 
Ruck, 2007). Another example is tracking, where students are placed into different “tracks” based on 
perceived abilities and/or future career expectations. Students of color are overrepresented in tracks 
reserved for students who are considered low-ability or not expected to go to college (Oakes, 2005). 
Black students are also less likely to be placed in a gifted program than white students even when 
controlling for math and reading test scores, especially when assigned to classrooms taught by non-
Black teachers (Grissom & Redding, 2016). 
A more macro-level explanation for differences in achievement by racial/ethnic groups is 
that although the U.S. Supreme Court declared in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka over half a 
century ago that “separate educational facilities are inherently unequal,” schools in the United States 
are still heavily segregated. The average white student attends a school that is 80 percent white 
students, while only about 10 percent of white students attend schools that are mostly non-white 
students. Conversely, three-fourths of Black and Hispanic/Latinx students attend predominantly 
non-white schools (Frankerberg et al., 2003). A study by Condron and colleagues (2012) found that 
school segregation has negative implications for the racial achievement gap. Segregation and Black 
student isolation were related to increases in achievement gaps, while exposure of Black students to 
white students was related to decreases in achievement gaps. This is because schools that are heavily 




Roscigno, 2003), less advanced classes (Civil Rights Data Collection, 2014), less experienced and less 
qualified teachers (Corcoran & Evans, 2008; Goldhaber et al., 2015; Lankford et al., 2002), and more 
teacher turnover (Scafidi et al., 2007). Much support has been found for a resource gap being to 
blame for the achievement gap, which is described further in the following section.  
 
3.4.2. Differences by Socioeconomic Status  
Students from families experiencing economic disadvantage are also a concern with regard to 
school performance and achievement, especially since the income gap in performance and 
achievement has widened over time, and is now larger than the racial achievement gap (Reardon, 
2011). Prior research has shown that there is a strong relationship between socioeconomic status 
and achievement in schools (Sirin, 2005). Students from impoverished families (Ainsworth, 2002) 
and families with lower parental education (Phillips & Chin, 2004) are likely to experience lower 
achievement on math/reading test scores. In studies examining the effect of changes in family 
income on test scores, a $1,000 increase in family income has been shown to increase test scores by 
about 5-6% of a standard deviation, with effects being larger for children from poor families (Dahl 
& Lochner, 2012; Duncan et al., 2011).  
Socioeconomic status has been shown to have a significant effect on various types of school 
engagement, particularly academic engagement (i.e. grades, time spent doing homework, and future 
educational plans) and behavioral engagement (i.e. extracurricular activities and attendance) (Stokes, 
2011). In the aforementioned study on trajectories of school engagement, youth from affluent 
families were more likely to be in the high-stable trajectory of engagement than any other trajectory 
group, and this trajectory was linked to the highest grades and lowest levels of delinquency of all 
trajectory groups. Conversely, youth from families of lower socioeconomic status were more likely 




and colleagues (2001) found that youth from families with higher parental educational attainment are 
more attached to school, meaning they feel more embedded in their school communities, but not 
significantly more engaged in school.  
Lower levels of achievement, engagement, and attachment may help explain why students 
from disadvantaged families are also more likely to experience grade retention (Jimerson, 2001). 
With regards to educational outcomes, indicators of economic disadvantage have repeatedly been 
shown to be risk factors for high school dropout (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Jimerson et al., 2000; 
Parr & Bonitz, 2015). Estimates show that students from low-income families are about four times 
more likely to dropout than those from high income families (Snyder et al., 2019). Neighborhoods 
are also important in determining educational achievement, as concentrated economic disadvantage 
predicts poorer educational outcomes (Kasarda, 1993). Studies on the effect of neighborhood 
socioeconomic status on educational achievement have shown that the proportion of high-status 
residents (measured by education and occupation) in a neighborhood is a strong predictor of 
achievement in math/reading test scores (Ainsworth, 2002), while a larger concentration of affluent 
residents is negatively related to the likelihood of dropping out of high school (Brooks-Gunn et al. 
1993).   
Studies have also aimed to explain why family socioeconomic status is linked to adverse 
educational experiences and outcomes. As was outlined in the section on social and cultural capital, 
one major explanation is that a family’s socioeconomic status determines the resources a student will 
have access to. Prior findings have shown that socioeconomic risk factors are related to lower IQ at 
age 5 (Duncan et al., 1994) and lower levels of school readiness (West et al., 2000), meaning that 
students from economically disadvantaged families are likely already experiencing a gap in skills and 
abilities when they enter kindergarten in comparison to students from well-off families. Cognitive 




to do this functions largely as a result of financial resources (Jensen, 2009). As a result, low-income 
parents are less likely to spend time reading to their children on a daily basis (Coley, 2002), and 
spend less time talking to their children daily (Hart & Risley, 1995), which results in children from 
affluent families having significantly larger vocabularies than children from economically 
disadvantaged families by the age of three (Hart & Risley, 1995).  
This involvement extends throughout children’s schooling, as more affluent families have 
also been shown to be more involved in their children’s schooling, which is then related to higher 
levels of achievement (Desimone, 1999). For example, while Ream and Palardy (2008), found that 
parents helping students with schooling is positively related to increases in test scores for students 
from low-income, middle-class, and wealthy families, this effect disproportionately advantages youth 
from wealthy families because they have access to the highest levels of this form of social capital. 
Additionally, middle class families are more connected, both to other students’ parents and to 
professionals (i.e., teachers, psychologists, lawyers, doctors), which they can use to advocate for 
improvement of their children’s schooling. For working class families, the majority of their 
connections are not necessarily of value for the effect they have on improving their children’s 
schooling, but for how they help solve problems that arise as a result of poverty, such as 
transportation, childcare, and financial resources (Horvat et al., 2003). 
Children in families of low socioeconomic status are also disadvantaged in terms of the 
resources they have available to them in their environment to aid with learning, as well as the 
barriers that exist for them in this same environment. Children from impoverished families are likely 
to have less learning resources such as books and access to computers, go on less educational 
outings, and participate in less extracurricular activities, all forms of cultural capital which can help 
promote school engagement and learning while outside of a school setting (Bracey, 2006; Bradley & 




affluent families are not exposed to at the same rate, such as health problems, safety concerns, 
family disruption, and poor housing conditions (Evans, 2004). Chronic stressors such as these have 
been shown to have negative effects on skills related to cognition, memory, and attention (Erickson 
et al., 2003; Evans et al., 2009; Lupien et al., 2001; Lupien et al., 2007), which are all factors that are 
important in school achievement.  
At a more macro-level, family socioeconomic status also largely determines the type of 
school a student will attend. Similar to the findings on racial segregation and concentrations of 
students of color in schools, income segregation also exists and has increased over time (Owens et 
al., 2016; Owens, 2018). This means that students living in economic disadvantage attend schools 
with large concentrations of poverty, while well-off students have very limited exposure to poor 
students (Saporito & Sohoni, 2007). Findings have shown that the achievement gap that exists 
between well-off students and economically disadvantaged students is larger in more segregated 
environments (Mayer, 2002; Owens, 2018), and that income segregation is associated with poorer 
educational outcomes for students living in poverty (Quillian, 2014).  
The main reason why school segregation by income is so problematic is because it results in 
the disproportionate distribution of resources across students, and the resources a school can 
provide a student affects likelihood of school achievement. However, on average about $1,000 less 
per student is spent for students in districts with the highest poverty than in districts with the lowest 
poverty in the United States (Morgan & Amerikaner, 2018). This has important implications, 
because when school funding is equalized across school districts regardless of whether these school 
districts serve high-income or low-income students, the income achievement gap lessens (Card & 
Payne, 2002). However, while equal spending may sound good in theory, it is inadequate in practice 
because equal spending across districts that vary in the socioeconomic composition ignores the fact 




attracting more experienced/qualified teachers that would ordinarily prefer to teach in low poverty, 
majority white schools (Boyd et al., 2013) and providing students with adequate school conditions 
conducive to learning (Hudley, 2013). Despite the extra financial needs at high poverty schools, only 
eleven states currently have progressive funding distributions, where high poverty districts receive at 
least 5% additional funds than low-poverty districts (Baker et al., 2018).  
 
3.4.3. Differences by Disability Status  
At the national-level, gaps in scores relating to reading and math achievement for 8th grade 
students with and without a disability are larger than the racial achievement gap and the income 
achievement gap. Furthermore, while the reading achievement gap that exists between students with 
and without a disability is the same as what it was in 2005, the math achievement gap has actually 
increased from 2005 to 2017 (Snyder et al., 2019). While test scores are lower for students with 
disabilities in comparison to those without disabilities, there is also evidence that there is variation in 
academic achievement across disabilities, an example of which being that students with learning 
disabilities make significantly more gains in test scores throughout elementary school than youth 
with emotional and behavioral disorders (Anderson et al., 2001).  
Students with disabilities have been shown to have poorer levels engagement in school in 
comparison to students without disabilities. A study by Reschly and Christenson (2006) showed that 
students with disabilities had lower levels of behavioral engagement and therefore were more likely 
to exhibit problem behaviors, less likely to be prepared for school, and miss school at a higher rate. 
Stokes (2011) also compared average levels of affective, academic/cognitive, and behavioral 
engagement between students with and without disabilities and found that those with disabilities had 
lower levels on all engagement scales. Students enrolled in special education are also at an increased 




disturbances (Redmond & Hosp, 2008). Poorer behavioral engagement may be related to the fact 
that on average, students with disabilities are less likely to believe that what they are learning in 
school will be useful in their future, less likely to plan on continuing their education past high 
school, and less likely to aspire to complete a post-secondary degree (Irvin et al., 2011; Reschly & 
Christenson, 2006).  
With regards to educational outcomes, the rate of status dropouts at the national level is 
more than twice as high for students with disabilities than for students without disabilities (12.4 
percent vs. 5.8 percent) (McFarland et al., 2018). Similar to studies on academic achievement for 
students with disabilities, many studies have also found that high school completion rates for 
students with disabilities vary across disabilities (e.g. Hansen et al., 1999; Murphy et al., 2002; 
Sentenac et al., 2018). However, in a study by Zablocki & Krezmien (2012) that examined the effect 
of different disabilities on the likelihood dropping out, they found that the significant effect of 
disability on drop out disappeared once they controlled for relevant academic experiences (e.g. 
grades, school discipline, grade retention). Further, there is evidence that the severity of the disability 
also has an effect on likelihood of high school completion, as students with disabilities that were 
severely limiting were about 50 percent less likely to graduate high school than students without 
disabilities, while there was no significant difference in likelihood of high school completion for 
those with mild disabilities and no disabilities (Shandra & Hogan, 2009). 
Much of the research linking disabilities to lower academic achievement and attainment has 
focused on the powerful, negative effect of being labeled. Research has shown that students 
internalize these labels, as male students who have been diagnosed as having a learning disability 
perceived their intelligence as declining over time, regardless of their actual academic performance. 
This then has a direct effect on their future course taking behaviors, where they then have lower 




the stigmatization of students with disabilities by teachers and parents proves harmful for their 
educational careers. Students who have been labeled as having a learning disability are significantly 
more likely to be perceived as disabled by their teachers and parents, which negatively affects the 
expectations they hold for their educational attainment. This means that students with learning 
disabilities are likely to have lower educational expectations set for them than students with similar 
achievement levels who have not been labeled as having a learning disability (Shrifer, 2013). 
Furthermore, the effect of being labeled as having a learning disability on math course progression is 
partially explained by teachers’ lower expectations of a student’s future educational attainment and 
their proclivity to attribute academic performance to the student’s disability (Shrifer, 2016).  
 
3.4.4. Summary on Disparities in the Educational Process 
 There are some well-established connections noted in the educational literature between 
performance, achievement, engagement, and attainment. Students who perform well in their early 
years of school are likely to continue on this path, while poor school performance and achievement 
is predictive of disengagement, grade retention, and poorer educational attainment outcomes. 
However, there are also certain groups of students that are more likely to be disadvantaged in the 
educational process, particularly Black and Latinx students, economically disadvantaged students, 
and students with disabilities. These are also the students most likely to be suspended, which is 
especially problematic, because they need to be engaged in education the most, yet are removed 
from the classroom at the highest rates. Because of these differences in the educational process and 
risk of suspension, this warrants special attention to their educational processes and outcomes 
following suspension.  
As this review of the literature has shown, much work has been done to show how certain 




are underserved in school settings. The following chapter outlines how this study will add to our 
existing knowledge by bridging these bodies of literature to examine how suspension affects 
students’ educational development going forward and their academic outcomes, as well as how the 





CHAPTER 4: CURRENT STUDY 
 The following sections consider what research has shown to be the predictors and effects of 
suspension, and highlights the gaps remaining in the literature and how the current study aims to fill 
those gaps. Specifically, this dissertation aims to add to our existing knowledge on three different 
topics: measuring disparities in suspensions, determining how suspension can affect students’ 
educational development, and understanding how the effect of suspension on student development 
may vary across students. This is followed by an outline of the specific research questions that this 
dissertation aims to answer. 
 
4.1. Over-Suspension  
As mentioned prior, there is an abundance of research that has been done on predicting 
school suspensions. However, there are shortcomings to only examining disparities in suspensions 
by examining a dichotomous suspension outcome, as disparities in exclusionary school discipline can 
manifest in other ways beyond likelihood of being suspended. Specifically, the likelihood of being 
suspended happens, in part, as a result of teacher-level decision making to refer a student to the 
office. Because studies have found that teachers are more likely to refer Black students to the office 
than white students for the same behavior (Skiba, 2002), it is no surprise that Black students are 
overrepresented in suspensions when they are referred to the office at a higher rate. However, while 
the decision to discipline may be based on teacher-level decision making to refer a student to the 
office, severity of discipline is largely determined by principals and administrators. Less research has 
been done to look at disparities in severity of school discipline, and the limited research in this area 
has largely been limited to examining racial differences in length of suspension received.  
Therefore, in addition to examining individual- and school-level predictors of suspension, 




receiving a disproportionately long suspension in comparison to others for the same behavior. This 
will be measured as a student receiving a suspension that is at least one standard deviation longer 
than the average length of suspension for a specific behavior. While research documenting the 
negative effects of suspension is extensive, studies exploring the effect of receiving a 
disproportionately long suspension are non-existent. This is important, as it has long been argued 
that the effectiveness of school discipline in communicating norms and rules to youth relies not on 
the use of punishment or excessive punishment, but on how meaningful the punishment is in 
affirming the fairness and legitimacy of rules. It is when youth perceive their punishment as fair and 
just that they internalize the importance of following school rules and follow them because they 
understand why their behavior is harmful rather than because they fear punishment (Durkheim, 
1961). If youth feel that they are being excessively punished, it is likely that this will result in a form 
of legal cynicism, in which youth perceive rules and those enforcing the rules to be illegitimate (Kirk 
& Papachristos, 2011). As people are more likely to obey the law when they view the law itself and 
those enforcing it as legitimate (Tyler, 2006), this could help explain why over-suspension may result 
in disengagement from school, measured not only by future discipline, but also future academic 
performance and attendance.  
 
4.2. Educational Trajectories  
 These outcomes of suspension and over-suspension will then be used to predict the 
educational trajectories that youth take going forward. As mentioned earlier, the majority of prior 
research on the effect of suspension has largely been limited to examining differences between 
suspended and non-suspended samples, or testing the relationship between suspension and a future 
outcome. This does not necessarily advance understanding on why suspension is so damaging to 




measurement of an outcome over time to model development (Nagin et al., 2018). This study in 
particular will measure three outcomes over time in order to show a comprehensive picture of 
educational development, or educational trajectories: grade point average, weeks absent from school, 
and likelihood of future discipline. In doing so, this dissertation will help show how being suspended 
and how receiving a disproportionately long suspension can serve to put students off track 
academically. 
It should be noted that the study of trajectories of student development is not new, as a 
handful of studies have been dedicated to studying students’ trajectories of behavioral (i.e. school 
involvement and positive behavior), cognitive (i.e. self-regulated learning), and emotional 
engagement (i.e. emotional reaction to school and people in school) in schools (Engels et al., 2017; 
Janosz et al., 2008; Li & Lerner, 2011; Wang & Eccles, 2012). However, while many of these studies 
have examined causes and correlates of engagement, as well as the outcomes related to engagement, 
the role of suspension in predicting trajectories of engagement and achievement has been neglected. 
This is a gap in the literature that this dissertation aims to fill. As the data used in these analyses is 
administrative data, this hinders the ability to measure engagement in terms of factors like school 
belonging and time spent on homework. However, factors that are captured in administrative data, 
such as disciplinary actions, grade point average, and attendance all have the ability to show a 
student’s level of engagement or disengagement in school. 
Furthermore, this dissertation will also explore whether the educational trajectories youth 
take after being suspended mediates the relationship between suspension and academic outcomes. 
Despite this being a relatively new research area, the injurious effects of suspension on educational 
processes and outcomes, as well as other life outcomes, have been well-documented. However, there 
is a lack of research aimed at explaining the mechanisms by which these processes occur (Welsh & 




suspended or expelled from school. This dissertation will fill this gap by assessing the role that 
educational trajectories play in explaining the relationship between suspension and student 
outcomes. By painting a more comprehensive picture of the path that leads to negative educational 
outcomes, this study aims to shed light on how suspension may set off a snowball effect of 
consequences, and how these consequences may extend beyond high school and help explain non-
educational outcomes as well.  
 
4.3. Dual Disadvantage  
Finally, what this review of the literature aimed to show was that there is much evidence to 
believe that educational experiences are not the same for all students, specifically in terms of both 
discipline as well as academic achievement. Instead, students of color, students of low 
socioeconomic status, and students with disabilities are overrepresented within school discipline 
while also being on the disadvantaged end of well-documented gaps in school achievement and 
attainment. Gregory and colleagues (2010) first proposed that differences in school achievement 
may function as a result of differences in school discipline. When Morris and Perry (2016) 
conducted analyses in the suspension gap in relation to the racial gap in achievement, they found 
that the gap in suspension rates explained about 20% of the differences in racial achievement gaps. 
Given the differences in instruction time lost due to suspensions across race, with Black students 
losing over four times the amount of instruction time as white students and students with disabilities 
losing twice as many days of instruction than students without disabilities (Losen & Whitaker, 2018), 
it is hard to dispute the argument that suspension serves to compound the problem of academic 
gaps and result in dual disadvantage. 
Because of this, modeling the average effect of suspensions on educational trajectories and 




achievement/attainment are not evenly distributed, it is likely that the developmental paths these 
heterogeneous groups take through their middle and high school careers after being suspended are 
also very different. Specifically, while the literature has shown that students of color and students of 
low socioeconomic status are more likely to disengage from school (Li & Lerner, 2011), how race 
and socioeconomic status interact with school discipline in predicting disengagement has not been 
examined. It is likely that for groups most affected by school discipline and least advantaged in 
academic settings, the label of troublemaker will stick, and they will have less supports in place to 
keep them engaged in school when they are suspended than their counterparts. This will be evident 
through the trajectories of GPA, attendance, and future discipline they take following their first 
suspension, which will likely then have an effect on their school outcomes.  
 
4.4. Research Questions 
RQ1: How do student and school characteristics1 predict 6th grade suspension experiences for 
students in New York City public schools? 
➢ RQ1.1: How do student and school characteristics predict likelihood of suspension for 6th grade 
students in New York City public schools? 
➢ RQ1.2: How do student and school characteristics predict length of suspension for 6th grade 
students in New York City public schools? 
➢ RQ1.3: How do student and school characteristics predict over-suspension, defined as receiving 
a disproportionately long suspension in comparison to others suspended for the same behavior, 
for 6th grade students in New York City public schools? 
  
 
1 It should be noted that the measures used in this study are limited to those which are captured by the New York City 




RQ2: How does being suspended affect the educational trajectories students take throughout their 
schooling? 
➢ RQ2.1: What are the trajectories of school engagement followed by students in New York City 
public schools from 7th through 12th grade? 
➢ RQ2.2: What is the effect of 6th grade suspension and over-suspension on 7th-12th grade students’ 
educational trajectories?  
➢ RQ2.3: Is there a difference in the effect of suspension based on youths’ characteristics (e.g. 
race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and disability status?   
 
RQ3: Do educational trajectories mediate the relationship between suspension and academic 
outcomes?  
➢ RQ3.1: What is the direct effect of suspension on graduating on time, graduating late, and 
dropping out?  
➢ RQ3.2: What role do educational trajectories play in explaining the relationship between 
suspension and academic outcomes?  
 
4.5. Summary 
The primary purpose of this dissertation is to fill the gaps in the literature on suspension by 
advancing understanding of the causes and injurious effects of suspension, as well as how the effects 
of suspension may vary across students. To accomplish this, a cohort of New York City public 
school students beginning 6th grade in the 2009-2010 school year is followed from the start of 
middle school through high school graduation. The methods used in this dissertation to answer 




educational development, and how the effect of suspension on student development may vary 





CHAPTER 5: DATA & METHODS 
5.1. Study Site 
 The data used in this study is from the New York City Department of Education, the largest 
public school system in the country, which currently serves over 1.1 million students across more 
than 1,800 public schools. The student population within this school system is diverse, as the 
student body in 2018 was comprised of about 41% Hispanic/Latinx students, 26% Black students, 
16% Asian students, and 15% white students. There are high rates of economic disadvantage within 
New York City public schools, with about 74% of students in this school system receiving free or 
reduced lunch. Furthermore, about 20% have a disability.2 With regards to academic achievement, 
about 47% of students in grades 3-8 scored as proficient in the English Language Arts state exam 
and 43% scored as proficient in the math state exam. In terms of academic outcomes, about 76% of 
students graduate high school in four years and about 8% drop out of high school (NYC 
Department of Education, n.d.). 
 Schools in New York City are unique for a few notable reasons. As mentioned prior, the 
majority of students who attend New York City public schools are students of color, with white 
students being the minority comprising only 15% of the school district. However, it is important to 
note that the New York City public school system is one of the most segregated in the United States 
(Kucsera & Orfield, 2014). While segregated housing is undoubtedly related to segregated schools, 
research has also shown that school choice is also a contributor. A report by Mader and colleagues 
(2018) outlined that about 40% of kindergarten students in New York City do not attend their 
zoned schools, and income both at the student and neighborhood level play a large role in 
 
2 This includes students who fall into one of the following 13 categories that qualify for special education under IDEA: 
autism, blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, intellectual disability, learning disability, multiply 
handicapped, orthopedic impairment, other health impairment, speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury, 




determining zoned school attendance. Students who qualify for free or reduced-price lunch are 80% 
less likely to opt out of attending their zoned school than students who do not qualify, likely a 
reflection of barriers facing low-income families that serve as obstacles to exercising school choice. 
A similar pattern is also seen by geographic areas, as high-income areas have high rates of zoned 
school attendance while in some gentrifying areas, only about one-third of students attend their 
zoned schools. This is driven by white and high-income families living in gentrifying neighborhoods 
who tend to choose to send their students to a school outside of their home neighborhood. The 
effect of school choice on increasing inequality is undeniable. The high rate of departure of students 
from struggling schools leaves these schools with a student population that is more costly to 
adequately educate (e.g. English language learners, low-income students, students with disabilities) 
(Marcou-O’Malley, 2018), but dwindling school budgets to work with due to the fact that funding is 
based off enrollment (Mader et al., 2018). 
The elementary school that students attend has implications for middle and high school, 
where students in New York City are expected to apply to the schools of their choice, some of 
which are screened schools or screened programs within schools that can consider various indicators 
such as academics, attendance, and an interview when deciding admission (Corcoran, 2018; 
Hemphill et al., 2019). Students who attend unscreened schools are likely to be Black and 
Hispanic/Latinx and low-income students, students who on average perform lower academically 
than their white and Asian student counterparts that are more likely to attend screened schools 
(Hemphill et al., 2019). Research has also shown that during the school application process, low-
achieving students are much more likely to match to low-performing schools, which is driven by the 
fact that these students are less selective in their school choices and therefore rank more 
disadvantaged schools higher. This is likely a reflection of segregation and the fact that these 




they live are likely to be low-performing (Nathanson et al., 2013). Perhaps the most striking example 
of how segregation and academic inequality persist in New York City is in specialized public high 
schools, which are highly competitive and require a separate exam and admissions process than the 
rest of New York City public schools (Corcoran, 2018). In 2019, only 190 of the 4,798 students 
admitted into the freshman class at any of New York City’s eight specialized public high schools 
were Black (about 4%). Further, while Black and Latinx students account for about 70% of New 
York City public school students, they comprise less than 10% of those admitted into specialized 
public schools (Shapiro, 2019). 
Another reason why the New York City school system is notable is due to the highly 
publicized nature of issues regarding school discipline. In 2011, the NYCLU reported on the 
dramatic increase in suspensions that took place over the decade prior, which disproportionately 
affected Black students and students with disabilities. They further reported that 90% of the 
students arrested in schools were Black or Hispanic/Latinx students (New York Civil Liberties 
Union, 2011a; 2011b). Two separate task forces were convened, one in 2013 aimed at better 
understanding what was happening in New York City public schools regarding safety and discipline 
strategies (New York City School-Justice Partnership Task Force, 2013), and one in 2015 aimed at 
reducing reliance on exclusionary discipline and enforcement in schools (Mayor’s Leadership Team 
on School Climate and Discipline, 2015).  In 2019, a report was released that showed that 
suspensions in New York City have dropped dramatically over time, however disparities still 
continue to pose a problem, with Black students and students with disabilities continuing to be the 





5.2. Data & Sample 
 This dissertation uses administrative, individual-level New York City Department of 
Education data. The data are de-identified, though each student receives a scrambled ID number 
which allows them to be tracked throughout their time enrolled in any New York City public school. 
There are various datasets compiled by the New York City Department of Education that cover 
student demographics and characteristics, as well as various domains of schooling. These include 
attendance, grades, behavioral incidents, test scores, and graduation outcomes. Within each domain, 
there is one dataset for each academic school year. Datasets from each year were merged by the 
scrambled student ID in order to include measures from the various datasets into the analyses within 
this dissertation, and include measures from multiple school years in order to follow a cohort of 
students from the start of middle school to high school completion.  
 
5.2.1. Person-Level Sample 
 While there were 75,151 New York City middle school students who began 6th grade in the 
2009-2010 academic school year, certain exclusionary criteria were used to limit this to the final 
sample of N=66,660. First, students attending specialized schools or school districts were removed 
for the sake of comparability. This included 238 students who were homeschooled (0.3% of 
students), 2,679 charter school students (3.6%), 1,620 students attending schools designed to help 
students with severe disabilities, cognitive delays, emotional disturbances, etc. (2.2%), and 46 
students attending alternative schools (<0.1%).3 Next, in order to determine the effect of suspension 
in 6th grade on future trajectories, 3,445 students who were suspended within the 3 years prior to 
 
3 Type of school was determined using either school ID or school district. Homeschooled students are assigned to a 
school ID of 444. Charter schools are schools in District 84, schools that serve students with severe disabilities are in 





entering 6th grade were removed from the sample (4.6% of the sample).4 While the experiences of 
being suspended in elementary school undoubtedly have an effect on future student development, 
these students were removed in order to use a sample of students that is comparable in terms of 
lacking serious prior disciplinary issues in school to more accurately pinpoint the effect of being 
suspended on educational development during the years immediately following first suspension. 
Finally, because such few students in this cohort of New York City public school students identified 
as multi-racial (165 students) or Native American (230 students), together accounting for about 
0.5% of the sample, they were also excluded from the sample in addition to 63 students missing 
race/ethnicity information. While this is the sample used for the majority of analyses, as the focus is 
on suspension’s effect on students’ development and academic outcomes, suspension incidents are 
also used to explore disparities in length of suspension and over-suspension. Therefore, the 
incident-level sample is described below. 
 
5.2.2. Incident-Level Sample 
In SY 2009-10, there were a total of 4,502 suspensions for 49 different behaviors 
administered to the student sample described above. Because of the wide range in number of 
suspensions across behavioral categories, behaviors that were similar in terms of behavioral 
description, level of severity, and average days suspended were grouped together. This resulted in 27 
behavioral categories.5  There were a few behaviors that 6th grade students were rarely suspended for 
during the 2009-10 school year, which could not be grouped with other behaviors due to differences 
in type of behavior, level of behavior, and/or average length of suspension. These included 
 
4 It is worth noting that while a large number of students were removed from the sample due to elementary school 
suspensions, less than one-third of them were students who went on to be suspended in the 6th grade.  
 
5 A table that shows behavior, level of behavior, average suspension length for a behavior, and the behavioral category 




unauthorized visitors (1 suspension), gang-related threatening/dangerous behavior (2 suspensions), 
sexual conduct on school campus (4 suspensions), using/threatening force to steal property (4 
suspensions), and drug sale (7 suspensions). Therefore, these 18 suspension incidents were removed 
from the sample. This resulted in a sample of N = 4,484 suspension incidents across 22 behavioral 
categories in the 2009-2010 school year for the 6th grade student sample described above. 
 
5.3. Measures  
 The following section provides a detailed description of the measures used in the various 
analyses within this dissertation. It should be noted that several of these measures vary in whether 
they are used as independent or dependent variables depending on the research question and 
associated analysis. To avoid confusion, if a variable is ever treated as the dependent variable in an 
analysis, it is listed as a dependent variable in this section.  
 
5.3.1. Dependent Variables 
Suspension Outcomes: Suspension is a dichotomous measure of whether a youth was suspended during 
the academic year, regardless of suspension type or length, where youth who received any 
suspension (=1).6 Length of Suspension is a count variable that accounts for the severity of the 
suspension by measuring the number of days a student was suspended for. Over-suspension is a 
dichotomous variable measured as whether a youth was suspended for a period of time significantly 
longer than other students for the same type of behavior. To create this measure, the average 
number of days youth were suspended for each behavioral category was first calculated. Students 
 
6 Suspensions can be differentiated by whether they are principal or superintendent suspensions. Principal suspensions 
span from 1-5 days in which a student is unable to attend any of his or her classes and instead attends alternative 
instruction at his or her school. Superintendent suspensions span from 6-365 days in which a student is unable to attend 




who were suspended for a period longer than 1 standard deviation above the mean are considered to 
have been over-suspended (=1). For example, the average suspension length for “horseplay” for this 
sample was 2.71 days, with a standard deviation of 1.33 days. Therefore, if a student was suspended 
for more than 4.04 days for horseplay, he or she was counted as being over-suspended. 
 
Educational Trajectories: Educational Trajectories are calculated using group-based multi-trajectory 
modeling (Nagin et al., 2018) and include three outcomes measured over time: suspension, grade 
point average, and attendance measured from grades 7 through 12. 
▪ Suspension Trajectories: Suspension data is reported at the incident-level by year, which means 
that students with multiple suspensions are listed multiple times, once for each suspension 
received. The way in which the data is reported allows for aggregating the total number of times 
a student was suspended each year and modeling suspensions as following the zero-inflated 
Poisson distribution. However, because such a small percentage of students receive multiple 
suspensions, suspension trajectories are measured as whether or not a student was suspended (at 
least once) during a school year, and are modeled as following the logit distribution. 
▪ GPA Trajectories: Grades data is reported for students in terms of both letter grade (A-F) and 
numeric score (0-100). Because some schools vary in whether they give +/- grades, standardized 
grades are determined for all students based off the numeric score (i.e., a numerical score of 88 
will be considered a B+ for all students, and therefore be equivalent to a 3.33 grade point). 
Grade point average trajectories are measured by summing together the associated grade point 
for a student’s grades for all courses taken in one year, and then dividing by the total number of 
courses taken. These trajectories are measured as following the censored normal distribution 
where the censored minimum is set at 0.0 and the censored scale maximum is set at 4.0, the 




for credits but do not normally affect student GPAs, these are not factored into determining 
GPA trajectories. 
▪ Attendance Trajectories: Attendance data is reported as days present and days absent per school 
year. Unfortunately, due to the wide range between minimum and maximum days that youth 
were absent from school each year, the analysis would not run using number of days absent 
following a Poisson distribution. Therefore, to keep as much information as possible, attendance 
trajectories are measured in terms of a scale of weeks absent each year rather than days absent 
each year. Youth who miss 0 days are coded as 0, 1-5 days are coded as 1, 5 to 10 days are coded 
as 2, and so forth. This scale is censored at 13, where youth who miss 61 days (about 3 months 
of schooling) or more are coded as 13. To account for the censored nature of the data, this 
trajectory is measured as following the censored normal distribution. 
 
Once trajectories have been modeled, the model with the best fit is selected (this process is further 
discussed in the analytic plan for research question #2). When the multi-trajectory analysis is run, 
two new sets of variables for each student are created. The first is Predicted Probability of 
Trajectory Group Membership, which reports for each student their predicted probability of 
belonging to each trajectory group. Therefore, the number of these variables created for each 
student is based off how many trajectory groups there are, and the total combined predicted 
probabilities for each trajectory group equal 1. The second is Trajectory Group Membership, a 
categorical variable that indicates which trajectory group a student belongs to (e.g. 1, 2, 3, etc.) based 
off their highest predicted probability of trajectory group membership. Both these variables are used 





Academic Outcomes: These are a series of dichotomous variables used to explore academic outcomes 
of interest in this study: on-time graduation, late graduation, and dropout. On-time graduation 
captures all students who completed high school within the expected 4-year time period, including 
students who graduated with a local diploma, a Regents diploma, a Regents diploma with advanced 
designation, or an IEP or commencement credential. Late graduation captures students who 
completed high school or are still enrolled at the 5-year time period. Dropout captures students who 
were either discharged as “drop out” at some point during their schooling (to account for attrition 
prior to senior year) or that are indicated to have dropped out as their graduation outcome.7  
 
5.3.2. Independent Variables 
Individual-Level Independent Variables 
Demographics: Sex is a dichotomous variable where female (=0) and male (=1). Race/Ethnicity was 
recoded from a nominal variable into a series of dichotomous variables for Black (=1), 
Hispanic/Latinx (=1), and Asian (=1), where white is the reference group. As race and ethnicity are 
not mutually exclusive, it should be noted that ethnicity takes precedence over race, so for instance, 
students who are Hispanic/Latinx Black are categorized as Hispanic/Latinx rather than Black. 
 
Behavior: Behavior is controlled for in the analyses predicting suspension experiences relating to 
length of suspension received and over-suspension, as the discipline code suggests varying 
suspension lengths depending on the severity of the behavior. The discipline code categorizes all 
 
7 It is possible that students who dropped out prior to their senior year are not all captured in this measure, even when 
accounting for students who were discharged prior to their senior year. For instance, DOE policy considers students 
discharged to a non-public or public school within NY State, or any school out of NY state, as a “drop out” if this 
discharge is missing documentation. However, the data does not differentiate between students discharged to another 
school who were and were not missing documentation, so it is possible that students who dropped out prior to their 




behaviors that may warrant disciplinary action by levels, from Level 1 (uncooperative/non-
compliant behavior) to Level 5 (seriously dangerous or violent behavior). In the 2009-10 school year, 
suspensions only occurred for behaviors in Levels 2 through 5. Because of the extensive list of 
behaviors students could be suspended for and the wide range in number of suspensions across 
behavioral categories, behaviors that were similar in terms of behavioral description, level of 
severity, and average days suspended were grouped together to create 22 behavioral categories (see 
Appendix 1). These behavioral categories are measured by a series of dichotomous variables, with 
the behaviors of highest prevalence being altercation (N=1,633), horseplay (N=582), aggression 
(N=462), serious recklessness (N=300), and insubordination (N=257). Minor verbal misconduct, 
the behavior with the shortest average length of suspension, represents the reference group.  
 
Student Characteristics: Student characteristics measures were all taken from the 6th grade year for 
appropriate time-ordering. English Language Learner is a dichotomous variable that indicates 
whether a student is classified as currently learning the English language (=1). Free/Reduced-Price 
Lunch is a dichotomous variable indicating whether a student qualifies for free or reduced-price 
lunch or was identified by the Human Resources Association as receiving public assistance. This is 
used as a proxy for poverty, where those who qualify or are otherwise receiving HRA benefits (=1). 
Disability is a dichotomous variable that indicates whether a student falls into one of the categories 
that qualify for special education under IDEA and therefore has an Individualized Education 





Student Performance/Achievement8: Chronically Absent is a dichotomous variable that indicates that a 
student was marked absent at least 10% (18 days) of the prior school year. This measure of chronic 
absenteeism is taken from the National Education Association (Lara et al., 2018) and has been used 
in other reports measuring attendance in New York City schools (Farley et al., 2019; Nauer et al., 
2014).  Behind Expected Grade Level is a dichotomous variable of a student either being behind 
their expected grade level (=1) or on schedule or ahead of their expected grade level (=0). This 
measure was calculated based off the grade a student should be in based on their birth year/age. As 
6th grade serves students ages 11 to 12, students older than 12 were categorized as being behind 
expected grade level. State exam test scores were used as measures of academic achievement, due to 
these data being more complete than grades data reported for this cohort for this year. Passed ELA 
State Exam is based off the performance level attributed to each student’s English exam from the 
prior school year, ranging from 1 through 4. This is collapsed into a dichotomous variable where 
students scoring as being proficient (level 3) or excelling (level 4) learning standards for English for 
their grade level (=1), while those underperforming in English (=0). Passed Math State Exam is 
based off the performance level attributed to each student’s math exam from the prior school year, 
ranging from 1 through 4. This is collapsed into a dichotomous variable where students scoring as 
proficient (level 3) or excelling (level 4) learning standards for math for their grade level (=1), while 
those underperforming in math (=0).  
 
School Mobility: Research has shown that school mobility is linked to a host of negative outcomes for 
students, including increasing the likelihood of high school dropout. Therefore, this variable 
accounts for how many times a student changed schools from 6th grade through 12th grade and is 
 
8 As state exams happen in the spring and total days absent cannot be calculated until the end of the year, these student 
performance measures were taken from the prior year (5th grade) to assure proper time-ordering for analyses predicting 




controlled for when exploring how suspension predicts academic outcomes. To create this measure, 
the school ID (dbn) for each student for each year of schooling is taken from the demographic and 
student characteristics dataset and saved into the full, longitudinal dataset. The number of times a 
student changed schools from their first school ID is summed. Because it is expected that students 
would change schools once during their transition from middle to high school, 1 is subtracted from 
the total sum. 
 
School-Level Independent Variables 
School Characteristics: All school-level measures were created by aggregating the student-level data for 
the full cohort of students in their 6th grade year. % Black Students is a continuous variable 
measured as the percentage of Black students in a given school. % Hispanic/Latinx Students is a 
continuous variable measured as the percentage of Hispanic/Latinx students in a given school. 
Because of the uniqueness of the New York City public school population which is mostly Black 
and Hispanic/Latinx students but is also heavily segregated, School Heterogeneity is also included as 
a school-level predictor which measures how diverse a school population is. This variable is 
calculated as 1 – the sum of the squared proportion of each given race/ethnicity in each school’s 
population, where higher values are indicative of a more diverse school population. School 
Disadvantage is a composite measure that includes the percentage of students who qualify for free 
or reduced-price lunch, the percentage of students behind expected grade level, percentage of 
students chronically absent, percentage of students not performing at or above learning standards 
for math, and percentage of students not performing at or above learning standards for English in a 
given school. As these items all covaried and loaded satisfactorily onto a single factor, they were 





5.4. Analytic Plan 
5.4.1. Research Question #1 
The first research question of this study focuses on determining how student and school 
characteristics predict school suspension experiences (i.e. likelihood of suspension, length of 
suspension, and over-suspension) for the cohort of students entering the 6th grade in SY 2009-2010 
in New York City. Student-level factors include demographics, student characteristics, and student 
performance/achievement. School-level factors include indicators of racial/ethnic composition and 
school disadvantage. For the student-level analysis exploring likelihood of suspension, multilevel 
modeling is used. For the incident-level analyses exploring severity of suspension (i.e. length of 
suspension and over-suspension), both analyses use regression techniques with clustered standard 
errors to answer these research questions.9 These techniques are described in more detail below. 
 
Likelihood of Suspension 
The first analysis explores the individual- and school-level predictors of being suspended in 
the 6th grade, and therefore the outcome of interest is suspension. Multilevel logistic regression is the 
appropriate statistical technique for this analysis, as this method is well suited to determine the 
probability that a dichotomous outcome will occur based on a change in one of the independent 
variables. It also accounts for the fact that students are nested within schools, which means that 
observations are interdependent (Sommet & Morselli, 2017). Specific to this analysis, it is likely that 
there are some schools where suspension is used frequently and other schools where it is only used 
in rare, very serious cases. Multilevel logistic regression allows for the disentangling of effects of 
 
9 Originally, the incident-level analyses were also going to be explored using multilevel modeling. However, the majority 
of schools in this sample with suspension incidents do not have enough incidents per school to ensure reliability of the 
intercept. Therefore, running a multilevel model would have resulted in excluding over half (267 of the 412) the schools 




student characteristics which increase the likelihood of suspension from those of school 
characteristics that increase the likelihood of suspension. Regression coefficients are exponentiated 
to be more easily interpreted as odds ratios, where a one-unit increase in a covariate is related to a 
change in the relative odds that an outcome will occur.  
This analysis is done in multiple phases. The first is running a null model for suspension, 
which means running the model without including any predictor variables in order to have a baseline 
to compare subsequent models against. The second phase includes individual-level predictors 
relating to demographics, student characteristics, student performance/achievement into the model 
in order to determine how much of the variation in likelihood of suspension they explain. The third 
phase involves adding school-level predictors relating to racial/ethnic composition and school 
disadvantage into the models to determine how much of the remaining variation is explained by 
accounting for school-level factors. In the model that assesses the impact of school-level variables, 
the individual-level measures are grand mean centered (Enders & Tofighi, 2007). Next, because it is 
possible that the effect of an individual-level variable varies across clusters (i.e. schools), and race has 
been shown to be the most constant predictor of suspension experiences, a random slope model is 
run to determine whether the effect of race on likelihood of suspension varies across schools. In this 
model, level-1 predictors are centered around the group-mean (Enders & Tofighi, 2007). If the 
effect of race significantly varies across schools, cross-level interactions will be run to determine 
which school-level variables race interacts with to predict likelihood of suspension.  
 
Length of Suspension  
The second analysis focuses on examining severity of discipline by exploring predictors of 
the length of suspension students in the 6th grade receive when controlling for behavior. Because the 




regression could be used for this analysis. While both these methods allow for count-level 
dependent variables, the appropriate analysis is selected based on whether the dependent variable of 
days suspended is over-dispersed (i.e. the variance is greater than the mean). This was assessed by 
running a negative binomial regression on the data to explore whether the alpha, the measure of 
over-dispersion, was statistically significantly different from zero. As the alpha was significant, a 
negative binomial regression fits the data better than a Poisson regression and is the method used.  
As was footnoted earlier, multilevel modeling does not work well for this analysis, as 
multilevel modeling requires sufficient incidents (i.e. suspensions) to occur within each cluster (i.e. 
schools) (Snijders, 2005). However, the majority of schools in the sample had less than 10 
suspensions during the given school year. In order to run a multilevel analysis, 25% of suspension 
incidents within 65% of schools with suspension incidents would need to be removed from the 
sample. Therefore, negative binomial regression with clustered standard errors is used instead to 
account for the nesting of students within schools, and to not violate the assumption of regression 
that observations are independent from one another. Allowing the standard errors to cluster means 
this analysis will allow for correlation within groups (i.e. schools) (StataCorp, 2013). When 
presenting results, regression coefficients are exponentiated to be more easily interpreted as rate 
ratios, where a one-unit increase in a covariate is associated with a relative change in the average 
number of days a student would be expected to be suspended for. Model performance is assessed by 
overall significance and the pseudo R². 
 
Over-Suspension 
The third analysis explores predictors of over-suspension, where students who are 
suspended for a period longer than one standard deviation above the mean days suspended for a 




analysis, it is possible that certain behaviors are more likely to receive a disproportionately long 
suspension, and therefore student behavior is also controlled for in this analysis. Because of the 
dichotomous outcome variable (i.e. over-suspended or not), logistic regression is the appropriate 
technique. Similar to the prior incident-level analysis, to avoid having to remove a substantial part of 
the sample, logistic regression with clustered standard errors is used rather than a multilevel model. 
When presenting results, regression coefficients are exponentiated to be more easily interpreted as 
odds ratios, where a one-unit increase in a covariate is related to a change in the relative odds that a 
student will be over-suspended. Model performance is assessed by overall significance and the 
pseudo R². 
 
5.4.2. Research Question #2 
Identifying Trajectories 
The second research question of this study aims to determine how suspension affects 
students’ educational development, and how the effect of suspension on educational development 
may vary across students. The first analysis focuses on determining the educational trajectories 
followed by the same cohort of 6th grade students from grades 7 through 12. Trajectory modeling is 
valuable in its ability to identify groups of individuals following distinct trajectories of development 
and being able to summarize the characteristics of the individuals that comprise these groups 
(Nagin, 2005). To determine educational trajectories in this analysis, group-based multi-trajectory 
modeling, which is an extension of group-based trajectory modeling, is used. While group-based 
trajectory modeling has the ability to identify groups of individuals following similar trajectories on a 
single outcome of interest, multi-trajectory modeling allows for identifying groups of individuals 





Because trajectory modeling identifies groups of individuals following a similar 
developmental trajectory, rather than the same trajectory, there is no exact number of trajectory 
groups to be expected to be found in the data. Rather, the number of groups is determined by fit 
statistics, such as the widely-used Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information 
Criterion (BIC), coupled with the determination of which of the better fitting models is of most 
substantive interest (Nagin et al., 2018). Therefore, 2 – 6 group models are run for each of the 
outcomes of interest and fit statistics are compared. Where two models are not substantially 
different from each other in terms of model fit, they are compared against each other to determine if 
the revelation of the new group is of meaningful interest. The identification of distinct educational 
trajectories taken by students in New York City sets the stage for future analyses examining the 
effect of suspension on those trajectories. 
 
Predicting Trajectories 
Following the designation of trajectory groups, this dissertation examines how suspension 
and over-suspension in 6th grade predict trajectory group membership in grades 7 through 12. As 
the prior analysis results in multiple trajectory groups, multinomial logistic regression is the analysis 
appropriate to answer this question. Similar to binary logistic regression, multinomial logistic 
regression is a method that allows for the prediction of group membership, but allows for more than 
two categorical outcomes (Tutz, 2011). This analysis includes the same individual-level variables as 
prior analyses, including student demographics, student characteristics, and student 
performance/achievement, and model performance is assessed by overall significance and the 
pseudo R². 
In order to examine how the effect of suspension may be different across various student 




margins command following the multinomial logistic regression models (Williams, 2012). This has 
the ability of determining the predicted probability of belonging to a trajectory group while holding 
variables at certain specified values. For example, this type of analysis can be used to explore how 
the predicted probability of belonging to a highly engaged educational trajectory differs for an 
economically disadvantaged student who has been suspended in comparison to a more resourced 
student who has been suspended. The analysis therefore explores how the effect of suspension on 
trajectory group membership may vary by individual-level characteristics of race/ethnicity, economic 
disadvantage, and disability status. 
 
5.4.3. Research Question #3 
Linking Suspension to Outcomes 
The final research question of this study is focused on determining the role of educational 
trajectories in explaining why suspension is related to adverse high school completion outcomes. 
This question lends itself to structural equation modeling, which allows for the exploration of the 
direct effect of suspension on academic outcomes, as well determine the indirect effect, or the extent 
to which an intervening variable (i.e. mediator) helps to explain the relationship between an 
independent variable and dependent variable (Hayes, 2009; Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Specifically, 
structural equation models are used to examine how the relationships between school suspension 
and academic outcomes (on-time graduation, late graduation, and dropout) are influenced by 
membership in a given educational trajectory group found in the prior analysis. These estimated 
models control for student demographics, characteristics, prior performance/achievement, and 
school mobility in order to isolate the effects of suspension and educational trajectories on the 




Structural equation modeling is done in MPlus using a weighted least squares mean and 
variance adjusted estimator (WLSMV). The WLSMV estimator is used as it does not assume 
normality and is ideal for modeling categorical data (Brown, 2006; Finney & DiStefano, 2006). This 
is necessary as the academic outcome variables in this study are dichotomous. Rather than using 
trajectory groups, trajectory group predicted probabilities (continuous measures) are used as the 
mediating variable, as they provide more information than using categorical mediators. For each 
model, three fit statistics are reported: RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation), TLI 
(Tucker-Lewis index), and CFI (comparative fit index). According to Hu and Bentler (1999), very 
good fitting models are indicated by a RMSEA ≤ 0.06 and CFI and TLI ≥ 0.95.  
 
5.5. Pre-Analysis Data Preparation 
5.5.1. Missing Data 
Prior to running the following analyses, multiple imputation was run on both the person-
level and incident-level datasets. This was done to address issues of missingness for variables relating 
to school attendance and test scores. Multiple imputation was done using the MICE method (i.e. 
multiple imputation by chained equations), which uses a sequential approach for imputation by 
determining the value of a variable conditional on the values of all other variables. MICE was the 
ideal method for imputing these data as it requires less stringent assumptions than MVN, particularly 
that it can be used with various types of variables and does not assume normality (Lee & Carlin, 
2010; UCLA Statistical Consulting Group, n.d.). Ten imputed datasets were created to reflect the 
fact that about ten percent of values are missing for the least complete variable (passed ELA state 
exam) (Bodner, 2008).  
For precision, raw scale scores for math and ELA state exams and days absent variables were 




nearest neighbors were used to impute values for state exam scores and days absent variables for the 
person-level dataset. For the smaller, incident-level dataset, 3 nearest neighbors were used. Once 
imputed, these variables were recoded into dichotomous variables (0/1 passed state exam and 0/1 
chronically absent). As definitions of performance levels for state exams change year by year, the 
2009 conversion charts archived by the New York State Education Department (n.d.) were 
referenced to recode those variables. The state exam score and days absent variables were imputed 
based off all complete independent variables (demographics, student characteristics, student 
performance/achievement). 
In order to address clustering of students and incidents in schools in the multilevel analyses, 
data should be imputed separately for each cluster (i.e. school) (Eddings & Marchenko, n.d.). This 
was done for the person-level dataset. However, two schools were missing test score or attendance 
data for the majority of students in the school, and were removed from the sample since values for 
those measures could not be imputed.10 For the incident-level dataset, data were unable to be 
imputed separately for each cluster due to both the small number of incidents per cluster and the 
lack of variation, particularly in test scores, among this more homogeneous sample.  
While mostly all the analyses were done in Stata, the mediation analyses required using 
MPlus. As the data imputed in Stata could not be used in MPlus, this required creating new, imputed 
datasets to run the mediation analyses on in MPlus. As was done in Stata, 10 datasets were imputed 
using chained regressions, reflecting that about ten percent of values were missing for the most 
incomplete variable, having passed ELA state exams. Measures used to create the imputed values 
were those that were also measured at the start of the study period that were used to impute the 
datasets in Stata (demographics, student characteristics, student performance/achievement). 
 




Measures taken from later years (educational trajectories, academic outcomes, and school mobility), 
were not used as in the data imputation but were saved out in the datasets as auxiliary variables. 
 
5.5.2. Multicollinearity 
 Prior to running the following analyses, independent variables used in the person-level and 
incident-level analyses were checked for multicollinearity. Multicollinearity is a problem that arises 
when two or more independent variables are highly correlated, indicating that they may be 
redundant and in fact, measuring the same phenomenon. Multicollinearity is problematic because it 
can result in unstable estimates and unreliable results regarding statistical significance. 
Multicollinearity was assessed by using a correlation matrix rather than a variance inflation factor 
(VIF) because of the non-continuous outcomes explored in this study, as VIF is assessed after 
running an OLS regression (Thompson et al., 2017). When examining the correlation matrices, a 
correlation coefficient of r >|0.60| indicates the presence of potentially problematic collinearity 
(Fitzgerald & Fitzgerald, 2014). For the person-level analyses, correlation matrices revealed that r < 
|0.60| for all correlation coefficients. For the incident-level analyses, there was one correlation 
coefficient >|0.60|, which was that of the dichotomous variables for Black and Hispanic/Latinx (r 
= -0.74). This is one of the instances in which multicollinearity is inconsequential, as it is the result 
of creating dichotomous variables to represent variables with at least three categories – in this case, 
race/ethnicity. Multicollinearity is especially likely in these situations when the reference category 
being used accounts for a small number of the sample (Allison, 2012). In line with what we know 
about often cited disparities in suspension, the reference category of white accounts for a small 
percentage of suspension incidents (about 10%). However, it is kept as a reference category as this is 





5.5.3. Adequate Sample Size 
Because of the size of this cohort, having a large enough sample size to run various analyses 
was not a concern. However, multilevel modeling requires consideration of both the number of 
clusters and observations within each cluster. For these multilevel analyses, schools with less than 10 
observations (e.g. students, suspensions) per cluster (i.e. school) were removed in order to assure 
reliability of the intercept and allow for testing random slopes (Snijders, 2005). For the person-level 
multilevel analysis, removing schools with less than ten 6th grade students per school (in addition to 
the schools that could not be imputed due to missing data for the majority of students) resulted in a 
sample of 66,542 students across 501 schools. For the incident-level analyses, meeting that same 
requirement would result in removing a total of 267 schools with less than 10 suspension incidents 
in order to assure reliability of the intercept within the multilevel models. Therefore, regression 
analyses with clustered standard errors are used instead, resulting in a final sample size of 4,490 
suspension incidents across 412 schools.  
 
5.6. Summary 
The largest school district in the country, the New York City public school system, sets the 
stage for this study on suspension and its effect on future educational development and outcomes. 
The following chapter outlines the results of these analyses. First, a description of the sample of 
students is provided. This is followed by results of the analyses on student- and school-level factors 
related to likelihood of suspension and suspension severity. Next, educational trajectories followed 
by this cohort of students are described. Subsequent analyses explore how suspension predicts 
educational developmental trajectories, and how suspension and individual-level factors interact to 
determine how the effect of suspension on development may vary across students. Finally, the direct 




CHAPTER 6: RESULTS 
6.1. Descriptive Statistics  
 As seen in Table 1, about 5% of 6th grade students in New York City public schools received 
their first suspension during the 2009-2010 school year. The sample was 49% male and 51% female. 
The racial/ethnic composition of this sample was mostly Hispanic/Latinx (41%), followed by Black 
(29%), with lower percentages of Asian (16%) and white students (14%). Only about 13% of 
students were classified as English language learners, while most students qualified for free or 
reduced-price lunch (91%). About 17% of students had a disability. About 18% of students were 
chronically absent (missing 10% or more school days) the year prior and about 3% were behind 
expected grade level for their age. For students whose state exam scores from the prior year were 
reported, about two-thirds passed their ELA state exam and 80% passed their math state exam. The 
mean school mobility, a measure of how many times a student changed schools above and beyond 
the transition from middle to high school, for this sample was 0.27. As for the academic outcomes 
for this sample, about 59% graduated on-time, 12% graduated late, and 8% dropped out. Of the 
remaining sample, about 4% had transfer or discharge as their academic outcome, and 16% had no 






Table 1: 6th Grade Cohort Sample Descriptives, 2009-2010 
Variable Percent/Mean Minimum Maximum Cases Missing 
Discipline      
Suspended 4.7% 0 1 --  
       
Demographics      
Male 49.3% 0 1 -- 
Black 29.1% 0 1 -- 
Hispanic/Latinx 40.7% 0 1 -- 
White 14.3% 0 1 -- 
Asian 15.8% 0 1 -- 
       
Student Characteristics      
English Language Learner 12.8% 0 1 -- 
Free/Reduced-Price Lunch 91.4% 0 1 -- 
Disability 16.5% 0 1 -- 
       
School Performance/Achievement      
Chronically Absent 17.6% 0 1 5,162 (7.7%) 
Behind Expected Grade Level 3.2% 0 1 -- 
Passed ELA State Exam 68.4% 0 1 6,993 (10.5%) 
Passed Math State Exam 79.8% 0 1 5,772 (8.7%) 
       
School Context     
% Black Students 29.1 0 98.78 -- 
% Hispanic/Latinx Students 40.7 0 100 -- 
School Heterogeneity 0.48 0 0.74 -- 
School Disadvantage -0.16 -2.55 1.58 -- 
     
School Mobility (6th – 12th Grade)     
Total # of School Transitions - 1 0.27 0 5 -- 
     
Academic Outcome (12th Grade)     
On-time Graduation 59.2% 0 1 -- 
Late Graduation 12.0% 0 1 -- 
Dropout 8.0% 0 1 -- 
Other (Transfer/Discharge) 4.3% 0 1 -- 
No Reported Outcome 15.7% 0 1 -- 
N = 66,660 students 







6.2. Exploring Suspension Experiences 
6.2.1. Likelihood of Suspension 
The first analysis of suspension experiences focused on predicting the likelihood of 
suspension for students in this sample. This multilevel analysis of suspension first examined the 
extent to which suspension varied across New York City public schools, which was assessed by 
running a baseline random intercept model (i.e. a null model with no predictors). The results of this 
analysis are shown in the first model of Table 2. The random intercept variance component of 1.199 
(p < 0.001) showed that the likelihood of being suspended varied significantly across schools and 
therefore, a multilevel modeling strategy was appropriate.11 
Model 2 in Table 2 included the individual-level predictors. Males were more likely to be 
suspended than females (OR = 2.306, p < 0.001). Black (OR = 3.093, p < 0.001) and 
Hispanic/Latinx students (OR = 1.566, p < 0.001) were more likely than white students to be 
suspended while Asian students were over 30% less likely to be suspended (p < 0.001). English-
language learner (ELL) students were about 15% less likely to be suspended than non-ELL students 
(p < 0.05), while those who qualified for free or reduced-price lunch (OR = 1.744, p < 0.001) or had 
a disability (OR = 1.328, p < 0.001) were at an increased risk of suspension. Students who had a 
history of being chronically absent (OR = 1.494, p < 0.001) and students who were behind their 
expected grade level (OR = 1.489, p < 0.001) were more likely to be suspended, while students with 
who met or exceeded proficiency standards on ELA and math state exams were about 20% less 
likely to be suspended (OR= 0.814, p < 0.001). The inclusion of these individual-level variables 
explained about 5% (1.199-1.136/1.199 = 0.053) of the variance in suspensions.  
 
11 Intra-class correlation (ICC) is normally calculated to determine variability at Level-2, however, this is only appropriate 




 The third and fourth model in Table 2 include school-level race/ethnicity and disadvantage 
predictors. In Model 3, higher percentages of Black and Hispanic/Latinx students (OR = 0.984, p < 
0.001) were related to a decreased likelihood of suspension, while school disadvantage was positively 
related to suspension (OR = 1.753, p < 0.001). Given the fact that the student body in New York 
City public schools is very diverse, though heavily segregated, a separate measure of school 
heterogeneity is included in Model 4. This measure of school diversity was positively related to 
likelihood of suspension (OR = 3.912, p < 0.001), as was school disadvantage (OR = 1.289, p < 
0.01). The inclusion of school-level variables in Models 3 and 4 explained 12.9% and 9.7% of the 
variance in suspension, respectively. 
While in the prior models, the likelihood of suspension was allowed to vary depending on 
individual and school-level characteristics by using a random intercept model, the effects of 
individual-level characteristics were held constant. In this next model, a random slope was included 
for the individual-level variable “Black” to allow the effect of student race on likelihood of 
suspension to vary across schools. This was done to both 1) explore whether the effect of being a 
Black student on likelihood of being suspended varied across schools, and if so, 2) explore what 
school-level variables it interacted with through cross-level interactions. Results showed that the 
effect of being a Black student on the likelihood of being suspended did not significantly vary across 
schools (Estimate = 0.13; SE = 0.07)12 This indicates that the effect of being a Black student on an 
increased risk of suspension is virtually the same across all schools.  
  
 
12 Full results of the random slope model are not presented for brevity’s sake, as the model estimates are not notably 




Table 2: Multilevel Logistic Regression - Likelihood of Suspension 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Student-Level OR (SE) OR (SE) OR (SE) OR (SE) 
Intercept 0.035*** 0.008*** 0.026*** 0.025*** 
 (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) 
Male  2.306*** 2.304*** 2.308*** 
  (0.095) (0.095) (0.095) 
Black  3.093*** 3.204*** 3.055*** 
  (0.257) (0.272) (0.256) 
Hispanic/Latinx  1.566*** 1.616*** 1.557*** 
  (0.126) (0.131) (0.125) 
Asian  0.677*** 0.662** 0.658*** 
  (0.070) (0.068) (0.067) 
English Language Learner  0.859* 0.834** 0.837** 
  (0.056) (0.053) (0.053) 
Free/Reduced Price Lunch  1.744*** 1.730*** 1.717*** 
  (0.183) (0.182) (0.181) 
Disability  1.328*** 1.323*** 1.326*** 
  (0.066) (0.065) (0.066) 
Chronically Absent  1.494*** 1.365*** 1.369*** 
  (0.067) (0.057) (0.057) 
Behind Grade Level  1.489*** 1.500*** 1.504*** 
  (0.126) (0.127) (0.127) 
Passed ELA State Exam  0.814*** 0.782*** 0.781*** 
  (0.045) (0.039) (0.039) 
Passed Math State Exam  0.814** 0.788*** 0.788*** 
  (0.050) (0.045) (0.045) 
School-Level     
% Black Students   0.984***  
   (0.003)  
% Hispanic/Latinx Students   0.984***  
   (0.003)  
School Heterogeneity    3.912*** 
    (1.284) 
School Disadvantage   1.753*** 1.289*** 
   (0.187) (0.100) 
Random Effects     
Variance Component (σ²) 1.199  1.136 1.044  1.083  
 (0.112) (0.107) (0.100) (0.103) 
% of Variance Explained  5.3% 12.9% 9.7% 
*p < .05 | ** p < .01 |*** p < .001    
N = 66,542 students nested within 501 schools 
Data Source – New York City Department of Education 





6.2.2. Length of Suspension 
The next analysis of suspension experiences used a series of negative binomial regression 
analyses with clustered standard errors to explore the predictors of length of suspension for all 
suspension incidents for this sample during the 2009-2010 school year. All models control for 
student-level behavior, although those results are not pictured for brevity’s sake. Model 1 includes 
both student behavior and individual-level independent variables. After controlling for differences in 
behavior, Black students (IRR = 1.514, p < 0.001) and Hispanic/Latinx students (IRR = 1.355, p < 
0.001) received longer suspensions than white students. The only significant difference in 
suspension lengths by student characteristics was for students with a disability, who received shorter 
suspensions than their counterparts (IRR = 0.921, p < 0.01). Indicators of prior academic 
performance and achievement were also significant. While students who had a history of being 
chronically absent (IRR = 1.094, p < 0.001) and were behind expected grade level (IRR = 1.144, p < 
0.01) received longer suspensions, those who passed their ELA state exam the year prior received 
shorter suspensions (IRR = 0.875, p < 0.001).  
Models 2 and 3 include the school-level factors into the model. In Model 2, none of the 
school-level indicators were significantly related to the length of suspensions given. However, 
multiple individual-level measures became insignificant with the inclusion of these school-level 
variables, including disability status, chronically absent, and being behind grade level. While 
percentage of Black and Hispanic/Latinx students were not significantly related to suspension length 
in Model 2, Model 3 revealed that more heterogeneous student populations are related to shorter 
suspension lengths (IRR = 0.660, p < 0.01). Additionally, higher levels of school disadvantage were 
related to longer suspension lengths (IRR = 1.144, p < 0.01) in Model 3, but not Model 2. This 
could be indicative of a suppression effect in which the inclusion of school heterogeneity increases 




All models were significant at p < 0.0001. As models run on multiply imputed data do not 
report a Pseudo R2, this was calculated as the mean pseudo R2 for the ten point estimates (Cañette & 
Marchenko, n.d.) The Pseudo R² for Model 2 and Model 3 were 8.0% and 8.1%, respectively. 
 
Table 3: Negative Binomial Regression with Clustered Standard Errors - Length of Suspension 
 Model 1⁺ Model 2⁺ Model 3⁺ 
Student-Level IRR (SE) IRR (SE) IRR (SE) 
Intercept 1.834*** 1.991*** 2.737*** 
 (0.215) (0.351) (0.409) 
Male 1.018 1.016 1.007 
 (0.026) (0.044) (0.043) 
Black 1.514*** 1.228*** 1.292*** 
 (0.071) (0.075) (0.074) 
Hispanic/Latinx 1.355*** 1.145* 1.188** 
 (0.064) (0.067) (0.068) 
Asian 1.061 1.042 1.048 
 (0.074) (0.082) (0.088) 
English Language Learner 0.927 0.933 0.927 
 (0.037) (0.047) (0.046) 
Free/Reduced Price Lunch 1.059 0.946 0.992 
 (0.069) (0.101) (0.104) 
Disability 0.921** 0.945 0.949 
 (0.026) (0.037) (0.036) 
Chronically Absent 1.094*** 1.075 1.074* 
 (0.030) (0.040) (0.039) 
Behind Grade Level 1.144** 1.092 1.096 
 (0.052) (0.067) (0.067) 
Passed ELA State Exam 0.875*** 0.897* 0.902* 
 (0.027) (0.038) (0.038) 
Passed Math State Exam 0.966 0.981 0.981 
 (0.034) (0.045) (0.045) 
School-Level    
% Black Students  1.003  
  (0.002)  
% Hispanic/Latinx Students  1.003  
  (0.002)  
School Heterogeneity   0.660** 
   (0.102) 
School Disadvantage  1.107 1.144** 
  (0.070) (0.055) 
*p < .05 | ** p < .01 |*** p < .001 
N = 4,484 students nested within 412 schools 
⁺ Models 1-3 control for student behavior 




6.2.3. Likelihood of Over-Suspension 
The final analysis for exploring suspension experiences focused on over-suspension. For the 
purpose of this analysis, students who were suspended for a period of time longer than one standard 
deviation above the average days suspended for a given behavior are considered to be over-
suspended. This analysis used a series of logistic regression analyses with clustered standard errors to 
explore the predictors of over-suspension for all suspension incidents for this sample during the 
2009-2010 school year. Just like with the prior analysis, all models control for student-level behavior, 
although those results are not pictured for brevity’s sake. Model 1 includes individual-level 
independent variables. Black (OR = 2.809, p < 0.001) and Hispanic/Latinx students (OR = 2.034, p 
< 0.05) were significantly more likely to be over-suspended. None of the student-level characteristics 
significantly differentiated students who were more or less likely to be over-suspended. Students 
who had a history of being chronically absent were significantly more likely to be over-suspended 
(OR = 1.423, p < 0.05), while passing ELA state exams the year prior was associated with a lower 
likelihood of being over-suspended (OR = 0.669, p < 0.01). 
Models 2 and 3 included school-level variables relating to racial/ethnic composition and 
school disadvantage. The inclusion of school-level variables caused the effect of demographic 
indicators to become insignificant. However, just like in the prior analysis, none of the school-level 
variables were significant in Model 2. In Model 3, higher levels of school heterogeneity were 
associated with a lower likelihood of over-suspension (OR = 0.252, p < 0.05) and higher levels of 
school disadvantage were related to higher likelihood of over-suspension (OR = 1.530, p < 0.01). 
Similar to length of suspension, the significance of school disadvantage in Model 3 but not Model 2 
could be indicative of a suppression effect in which the inclusion of school heterogeneity increases 




All models were significant at p < 0.001. Just like the prior analysis, the average pseudo R2 
for the ten point estimates was calculated (Cañette & Marchenko, n.d.) and the pseudo R² indicated 
that Model 2 explained 7.1% of the variance in over-suspension, and Model 3 explained 7.5%. 
 
Table 4: Logistic Regression with Clustered Standard Errors - Over-Suspension 
 Model 1⁺ Model 2⁺ Model 3⁺ 
Student-Level OR (SE) OR (SE) OR (SE) 
Intercept 0.035*** 0.040*** 0.128** 
 (0.022) (0.030) (0.088) 
Male 1.259 1.247 1.203 
 (0.166) (0.169) (0.165) 
Black 2.809*** 1.397 1.641 
 (0.809) (0.427) (0.490) 
Hispanic/Latinx 2.034* 1.165 1.321 
 (0.593) (0.369) (0.415) 
Asian 1.153 1.085 1.093 
 (0.484) (0.450) (0.464) 
English Language Learner 0.817 0.841 0.815 
 (0.167) (0.176) (0.167) 
Free/Reduced Price Lunch 1.354 1.018 1.130 
 (0.514) (0.417) (0.456) 
Disability 0.802 0.886 0.899 
 (0.115) (0.128) (0.130) 
Chronically Absent 1.423* 1.350* 1.336* 
 (0.203) (0.175) (0.167) 
Behind Grade Level 1.289 1.113 1.132 
 (0.263) (0.237) (0.237) 
Passed ELA State Exam 0.669** 0.732* 0.742* 
 (0.091) (0.097) (0.098) 
Passed Math State Exam 0.975 1.010 1.015 
 (0.125) (0.127) (0.128) 
School-Level    
% Black Students  1.011  
  (0.006)  
% Hispanic/Latinx Students  1.009  
  (0.006)  
School Heterogeneity   0.252* 
   (0.136) 
School Disadvantage  1.373 1.530** 
  (0.258) (0.216) 
*p < .05 | ** p < .01 |*** p < .001 
N = 4,490 students nested within 412 schools 
⁺ Models 1-3 control for student behavior 





6.3. Understanding Educational Trajectories 
The first step of exploring educational trajectories was determining whether it was necessary 
to explore trajectories separately or whether all the indicators of disengagement (likelihood of 
suspension, weeks absent, and grade point average) could be adequately modeled using one overall 
disengagement trajectory. To explore this, a composite indicator for disengagement using the three 
disengagement outcomes was calculated for each year for grades 7 through 12. The Cronbach’s 
alpha score for this measure varied by year, ranging from 0.55 to 0.67, which is below the standard 
cut off of 0.7 that is considered an acceptable alpha value (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). Additionally, 
this was explored using an exploratory factor analysis for each year. The suspension measure 
revealed the lowest factor loadings, ranging from 0.38 to 0.62 depending on the year. In comparison, 
the weeks absent and grade point average measures which had associated factor loadings above 0.8. 
The results of the Cronbach’s alpha and exploratory factor analysis show that while there is evidence 
that these three indicators of engagement tend to move together over time, there is value in viewing 
trajectories for each indicator of disengagement separately using group-based multi-trajectory 
modeling. 
 
6.3.1. GBTM Model Selection 
The first step in determining the best multi-trajectory model involves estimating trajectory 
models for each of the outcomes individually in order to reveal distinct trajectories that are 
important to show in the final, multi-group trajectory model (Nagin et al., 2018). Therefore, one 
trajectory was run for likelihood of suspension using a logit distribution model, and scaled weeks 
absent and grade point average were both individually modeled using censored normal distribution 
models. For each of these outcomes, 2-6 group models were run in order to determine in order to 




output for each model includes two BIC statistics. The first BIC is calculated based off the number 
of total observations (student x time period) for students who are missing three or less time points 
of data. The second BIC is calculated based off the total number of students in the sample who are 
missing three or less time points of data. Conversely, the AIC fit statistic does not account for 
sample size when determining model fit (Nagin, 2005). The number of groups was determined when 
fit statistics showed minimal decreases with the addition of a new group and when the addition of a 
new group provided little substantive value in comparison to the prior model. These fit statistics are 
displayed in Table 5 below, with the best model fit bolded. 
 
Table 5: Fit Statistics for 2-6 Group Models for each Outcome 
  Likelihood of Suspension Scaled Weeks Absent Grade Point Average 
Groups BIC¹ BIC² AIC BIC¹ BIC² AIC BIC¹ BIC² AIC 
2 -71221 -71215 -71184 -786997 -786990 -786954 -464823 -464817 -464781 
3 -71135 -71125 -71076 -761768 -761758 -761703 -433939 -433929 -433875 
4 -70871 -70858 -70790 -749804 -749791 -749718 -423708 -423695 -423622 
5 -70819 -70803 -70717 -742412 -742395 -742304 -416056 -416040 -415949 
6 -70821 -70802 -70697 -735483 -735463 -735354 -409917 -409897 -409789 
BIC¹: calculated based off observations (persons x time points)  
BIC²: calculated based off sample size (persons) 
Data Source – New York City Department of Education 
 
For likelihood of suspension, the four-group model was determined to be the best fitting 
model. When a fifth group was included, fit statistics decreased minimally, and the fifth group 
revealed accounted for only 1% of the sample. For weeks absent, the four-group model was 
determined to be the best fitting model, as the subsequent models did not reveal new, distinct 
trajectories or demonstrable decreases in fit statistics. Rather, each added trajectory only resulted in 
the “splitting” of trajectories where both trajectories mirrored each other, just differed slightly in 




included beyond the third showed the same downward trajectory over time. Therefore, a four-group 
multi-trajectory model is necessary to in order to model the distinct trajectories for each outcome 
(Nagin et al., 2018). 
The next step in analyzing each trajectory separately before entering them all into a multi-
trajectory model is to determine the correct polynomial type for each group for each trajectory. 
Because of the relatively small number of repeated observations (e.g. only 6 time points) in the 
trajectory models, and the lack of evidence to expect that any of these behaviors are cyclical over 
such a short time period (e.g. multiple peaks or valleys) all groups started off with second order (i.e. 
quadratic) polynomial models (Andruff et al., 2009; Nagin, 2005; Nagin & Odgers, 2010). Quadratic 
polynomials are well-suited to reveal trajectories that increase or decrease over time, as well U-
shaped trajectories of behavior over time (Nagin, 2005). Therefore, for each outcome, the four-
group trajectory model was run with second order polynomial models for each group. When the 
quadratic parameter had an associated p-value that was not significant at p < 0.05, it was removed 
from the model. This process was repeated until the highest order terms for each group were 
significant, resulting in the final model (Andruff et al., 2009).  
To reiterate, the first step of searching for the appropriate model is done to determine how 
many distinct trajectories are in the data for each outcome. This is why even if some outcomes 
reveal less distinct trajectories (in this case, GPA), it is important to include as many as are needed 
for the outcome that reveals the most (i.e. attendance and suspension). The next step involves 
ensuring that shape of each trajectory emerging from the data is captured by specifying the correct 
polynomial. Finally, each of the correctly specified models is entered into a multi-group trajectory 
model that reveals the distinct trajectories for the separate outcomes. (Nagin et al., 2018).  
Model adequacy for group-based trajectory models is judged based on both whether the 




in Nagin (2005). The final four group multi-trajectory model diagnostics are outlined in Table 6 
below. The first diagnostic is the average posterior probability of assignment (AvePPj), which for 
each group should be greater than 0.7. The average posterior probability for the four groups ranged 
from 0.86 to 0.95. The second diagnostic is the odds of correct classification (OCCj), for which 
larger values represent better accuracy in group assignment and should be a minimum of 5 for each 
group. The odds of correct classification across all four groups ranged from 9 to 190. The third 
diagnostic is that the estimated group probability is close to the proportion of the sample assigned to 
the given group. For all groups, the difference between the estimated group probability and the 
proportion of the sample assigned to the group was under 0.03, ranging from 0.003 for group 4 to 
0.029 for group 2. The fourth and final diagnostic is that the confidence intervals for group 
membership probabilities are reasonably narrow, showing a precise estimate. In this model, the 
confidence intervals were all within 0.011 or narrower. While the last two diagnostics are more 
subjective with no clear cut-off for model acceptability, the model performed well when judged 
against these diagnostics as well. 
 
Table 6: Diagnostics of Group-Based Multi-Trajectory Model Performance 
Group πˆ Lower CI for πˆ Upper CI for πˆ Pj AvePP OCC 
1 0.351 0.345 0.356 0.337 0.929 24.61 
2 0.394 0.389 0.399 0.423 0.856 8.86 
3 0.163 0.160 0.166 0.151 0.929 69.96 
4 0.092 0.090 0.095 0.089 0.953 190.00 
Data Source – New York City Department of Education 
 
6.3.2. Trajectory Descriptions 
 As stated above, the results of the multi-group trajectory model revealed four distinct 
trajectories of school engagement, shown in Figure 1 below. Group 1, or the stable high engagement 




throughout 7th through 12th grade. This group was the least likely to be suspended, missed the least 
amount of school, and exhibited the highest GPA (over 3.0) of all groups from 7th through 12th 
grade. Group 2, or the stable moderate engagement group, accounted for about 42% of the sample 
and was characterized by having a slightly higher likelihood of suspension and number of weeks 
missed from school per year in comparison to Group 1, and exhibited around a 2.0 GPA (a “C” 
average) from 7th through 12th grade.  
Group 3, the late onset disengagement group, accounted for about 15% of the sample. This 
group did not start the study period as being too different from Group 2 in terms of engagement. 
They missed slightly more school and their GPA was slightly lower than the stable moderate 
engagement group in the 7th grade. The main difference between this group and the stable moderate 
group in 7th grade was the higher likelihood of suspension. However, their engagement declined over 
time, with a rapid drop in disengagement occurring once they reached high school. Students 
following this trajectory had a likelihood of suspension that slowly increased until peaking in 9th 
grade, and beginning to decline after that. This is likely a result of less time spent in school, as their 
absences also increased slightly between 7th and 9th grade, and then increased substantially each year 
of high school. Students following this trajectory, on average, dropped one grade point in their GPA 
(from “C” average to “D” average) by the time they reached the 9th grade, and this further decreased 
throughout the rest of high school.  
 Group 4, the chronic disengagement group, accounted for the last 9% of the sample. At the 
start of the study period, this group had the lowest engagement of all groups. They had over a 20% 
likelihood of being suspended, missed over a month of school, and had about a 1.5 GPA in 7th 
grade. Engagement only further declined throughout the rest of their schooling. While their 
likelihood of suspension dropped dramatically over the years, it is likely that this has to do with how 




months of school. Additionally, their GPA also reflects their poor attendance, as they were failing 
throughout their high school years. 
 
Figure 1: Group-Based Multi-Trajectory Models of Suspension, Attendance, and GPA 
 
Data Source – New York City Department of Education 
 
6.4. Predicting Educational Trajectories 
6.4.1. Predicting Trajectory Group Membership 
 After identifying the four educational trajectories of school engagement, the next step was 




academic performance and achievement, and past disciplinary experiences predicted trajectory group 
membership. As mentioned earlier, because the outcome variable of educational trajectory group 
included four categories, this analysis required using multinomial logistic regression. The results, 
which compare the likelihood of group membership in each of the trajectories in comparison to the 
stable high engagement trajectory (Group 1), are displayed in Table 7 below. Results are displayed as 
relative risk ratios, which represent the effect that a one unit change in the focal variable has on the 
likelihood that belongs to a given trajectory group in comparison to the stable high engagement 
trajectory (reference category). 
 Males were more likely to be in the stable moderate engagement group (RRR = 1.655, p < 
0.001), late disengagement group (RRR = 1.811, p < 0.001), and the chronic disengagement group 
(RRR = 1.466, p < 0.001) than the stable high engagement group in comparison to females. Black 
students and Hispanic/Latinx students were also significantly more likely to belong to the less 
engaged trajectories in comparison to the stable high engagement trajectory in comparison to white 
students, while Asian students were less likely to belong in the trajectories exhibiting lower levels of 
engagement. Student characteristics of qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch, being an English 
language learner student, and having a disability were also related to an increased likelihood of 
belonging to the trajectories lower engagement.  
Having a history of being chronically absent and being behind expected grade level were 
both associated with higher likelihoods of belonging to the less engaged trajectories. Notably, 
students who were previously chronically absent (absent at least 10% of the school year) were over 
12 times more likely to belong to the chronic disengagement group than the stable high engagement 
group (p < 0.001). Conversely, prior academic achievement, as measured by passing state exams, was 
related to a lower likelihood of belonging to a lower engagement group. Regarding prior discipline 




trajectory group, with students who had been suspended in 6th grade being almost 10 times more 
likely to follow the chronic disengagement trajectory group (p < 0.001). While experiencing over-
suspension did not significantly differentiate the stable moderate engagement or the late onset 
disengagement group from the stable high engagement group, students who were over-suspended in 
6th grade were 1.5 times more likely to follow the chronic disengagement trajectory than the stable 
high engagement trajectory (p < 0.001). 
 Overall, the model was significant at p < 0.0001. Though the model did not report a pseudo 
R2 due to being run on multiply imputed data, this was calculated by determining the mean pseudo 
R2 for the ten point estimates (Cañette & Marchenko, n.d.). The average pseudo R2 was 0.137, 
meaning that this model explained about 14% of the variance of the dependent variable, trajectory 




Table 7: Multinomial Logistic Regression - Educational Trajectory Group Membership  
Group 2: Stable 
Moderate Engagement 
Group 3: Late Onset 
Disengagement 
Group 4: Chronic 
Disengagement  
RRR (SE) RRR (SE) RRR (SE) 
Male 1.655*** 1.811*** 1.466***  
(0.033) (0.049) (0.049) 
Black 3.229*** 4.595*** 3.947***  
(0.103) (0.226) (0.251) 
Hispanic/Latinx 2.287*** 3.332*** 3.321***  
(0.068) (0.158) (0.203) 
Asian 0.621*** 0.664*** 0.526***  
(0.021) (0.040) (0.045) 
Free/Reduced Price Lunch 1.758*** 2.669*** 4.591***  
(0.061) (0.167) (0.487) 
English Language Learner 1.208*** 1.270*** 1.124*  
(0.044) (0.058) (0.062) 
Disability 1.650*** 1.918*** 2.117***  
(0.057) (0.078) (0.099) 
Chronically Absent 2.810*** 5.412*** 12.553***  
(0.101) (0.214) (0.544) 
Behind Grade Level 1.941*** 3.648*** 7.539***  
(0.185) (0.365) (0.764) 
Passed ELA State Exam 0.548*** 0.447*** 0.429***  
(0.018) (0.018) (0.020) 
Passed Math State Exam 0.495*** 0.366*** 0.356***  
(0.025) (0.020) (0.021) 
Suspended 3.000*** 5.344*** 9.508***  
(0.263) (0.503) (0.933) 
Over-suspended 1.040 1.170 1.545*  
(0.166) (0.197) (0.264) 
Constant 0.886 0.169*** 0.045*** 
 (0.056) (0.015) (0.006) 
Reference Class - Group 1: Stable High Engagement 
  
*p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < 0.001 
  
N = 66,660 students 




As a sensitivity analysis, a multinomial logistic regression was run on a matched sample of 
suspended versus non-suspended students. Exact matching was used, meaning that each suspended 
student was matched to all possible non-suspended students that had the exact same values on 




Because each suspended student was matched to one or more non-suspended students, weights 
were used when the multinomial logistic regression was run on the matched sample, in order to 
ensure that the matched suspended and non-suspended student groups would be weighted similarly. 
Findings from this analysis were virtually the same as the full sample of unmatched cases in terms of 
strength, direction, and significance.  
 
6.4.2. Group Differences in Predicted Probabilities of Group Membership 
The next analysis aimed to examine how suspension differentially impacts various groups of 
students. This was done in order to determine how the educational trajectories of students who are 
at highest risk of suspension and are at disadvantaged ends in gaps of achievement are specifically 
affected by suspension. Originally, this analysis was going to be explored by including interactions 
into the multinomial logistic regression. However, due to the multicollinearity of the interactions, 
they were unable to be included in the same model. Rather than run four separate models, each 
controlling for one interaction, the margins command was run after the multinomial logistic 
regression model in order to determine predicted probabilities of group membership. While 
predicted probabilities can be obtained by focusing on each outcome, these analyses focus on two 
specific outcomes: following the highest engagement and lowest engagement trajectories. Predicted 
probabilities of trajectory group membership were calculated for when suspension = 0 or 1 and 
when belonging to a given focal group (Black student, Hispanic/Latinx student, student who 
qualifies for free or reduced-price lunch, and student with a disability) = 0 or 1. The predicted 
probabilities of group membership for the stable high engagement trajectory are shown below 
(Figure 2). 
Each of the four focal categories of students (i.e. Black students, Hispanic/Latinx students, 




chart. The lightly shaded bars of each category denote students who are not suspended, and 
therefore highlight the difference in the predicted probability of belonging to the stable high 
engagement trajectory group, based on whether or not a student falls into one of the 
aforementioned categories (e.g. 0 = non-Black, 1 = Black). The darker shaded bars are students who 
were suspended and therefore highlight the difference in the predicted probability of belonging to 
the stable high engagement trajectory group, for suspended students who do and do not fall into one 
of the aforementioned focal groups.  
 The first pattern that can be seen is that students in these focal groups with no history of 
being suspended are much less likely to follow this stable high engagement trajectory than their 
counterparts. Non-Black, non-suspended students have a predicted probability of belonging to this 
trajectory of 0.41, while for Black non-suspended students it is only 0.20. A similar pattern is seen 
for non-Hispanic/Latinx versus Hispanic/Latinx students. Although the difference is slightly less 
dramatic, economically disadvantaged students and students with disabilities are also less likely to 
follow this trajectory than their counterparts. The second pattern that can be seen across all students 
is that on average, suspension decreases the likelihood of following the stable high trajectory by 
about half. The most dramatic drops in predicted probability are for students in these focal groups, 
where suspension drops the likelihood of belonging to this trajectory by 65% for Black students, 
64% for Hispanic/Latinx students, 58% for economically disadvantaged students, and 62% for 





Figure 2: Predicted Probabilities of Group Membership - Stable High Engagement Group 
      
Data Source – New York City Department of Education 
 
While exhibiting high and stable engagement throughout schooling undoubtedly puts 
students in the best position possible to succeed in the future, students can still be successful in their 
academic careers even if they do not follow this specific trajectory. Therefore, it is important to also 
explore these predicted probabilities for a more problematic trajectory, such as the chronic 
disengagement trajectory. As seen in Figure 3 below, the predicted probability of belonging to this 
disengaged trajectory more than doubled with the experience of suspension. Again, students in the 
focal categories were most disadvantaged, because of their higher likelihood of belonging to this 
trajectory group in the first place. This effect was most striking for students who qualified for free or 
reduced-price lunch, who were already twice as likely to follow this trajectory than their counterparts 
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Figure 3: Predicted Probabilities of Group Membership - Chronic Disengagement Group 
 
Data Source – New York City Department of Education 
 
Put another way, the experience of being suspended was related to about a 50% decrease in 
likelihood of following the stable high engagement educational trajectory, and more than doubled 
the predicted probability of following the chronic disengagement trajectory. However, the 
experience of suspension is most deleterious for students who fell into the focal categories (Black 
students, Latinx students, students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch, and students with 
disabilities) because their likelihood of following the high engagement trajectory was lower than their 
counterparts to begin with while their likelihood of following the chronic disengagement trajectory 
was higher. 
 
6.5. Determining Direct and Indirect Effects of Suspension on Educational Outcomes 
The final analyses explore how suspension is related to academic outcomes, both directly 
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words, does suspension directly relate to on-time graduation, late graduation, and high school 
dropout, or is it just through the effect that suspension has on educational development that 
suspension predicts adverse academic outcomes? In order to account for other early school 
experiences that may also impact educational development and academic outcomes, these analyses 
control for student characteristics and prior academic performance/achievement, as well as school 
mobility. 
The focus of these analyses are the trajectories showing the highest and lowest levels of 
engagement throughout the study period, Group 1 (stable high engagement) and Group 4 (chronic 
disengagement). Originally, this analysis was proposed as a multiple mediation analysis. However, 
the inclusion of all trajectories into one model resulted in a poor fitting model, due to the 
redundancy of these measures because if a young person has a high probability of belonging to one 
group, they will have a very low probability of membership in the other groups. Therefore, this 
analysis now focuses on the effect of two individual trajectories – the most and least engaged. Rather 
than using a dichotomous indicator of whether or not a student belonged to a given trajectory, the 
predicted probability of trajectory group membership (a continuous indicator) was used. 
Academic outcomes of on-time graduation, late graduation, and dropping out of high school 
were determined in two ways: by discharge reason for each year (to determine students who 
dropped out before senior year) and by their recorded graduation outcome. While the cohort sample 
of this study was 66,660 students, there were only 58,186 students included in this analysis due to 
10,474 students having no recorded graduation outcome/reason for being discharged from New 
York City public school district (12.7% attrition).13 Once models were run with all covariates 
included, these models were trimmed to remove inconsequential variables, a process done to 
 
13 Attrition percentages due to missing outcome/discharge information by trajectory group were explored and ranged 




improve model fit in structural equation modeling (Streiner, 2006). Path models of the results of the 
trimmed models, as well as their associated fit statistics, are displayed in the sections below 
(covariates are omitted for ease of interpretation).   
Unfortunately, one of the limitations of running mediation analyses on imputed data is that 
bootstrap confidence intervals cannot be obtained. Preacher and Hayes (2004) present 
bootstrapping as a method of nonparametric resampling allows for the estimation of indirect effects 
when the sampling distribution is not normally distributed. Bootstrapping involves repeatedly 
resampling with replacement from the full dataset numerous times (5,000 is the recommendation, 
see Hayes, 2009) in order to determine a sampling distribution for each result. An indirect effect is 
statistically significant if 0 is not included within the lower and upper limits of the confidence 
interval. (Hayes, 2009; Hayes & Preacher, 2010). While MPlus reports p-values for indirect and 
direct effects, these should be interpreted with more caution as relying on p-values without 
obtaining bootstrapped confidence intervals increases the chances of Type I error. 
 
6.5.1. The Role of Stable High Engagement 
First, the mediating effect of the trajectory showing the highest overall engagement from 
grades 7-12 was explored (Figure 4). This model explored how when holding student characteristics, 
prior indicators of performance and achievement, and school mobility constant, suspension related 
to academic outcomes directly and indirectly through the effect it had on the predicted probability 
of exhibiting high and stable engagement throughout a student’s educational development. 
Suspension was directly related to a decreased likelihood of graduating on-time (b = -0.317, p 
< 0.001) and an increased likelihood of dropping out (b = 0.203, p < 0.001). Suspension was also 
indirectly related to academic outcomes through the effect it had on the predicted probability that a 




affected the predicted probability that a student would exhibit stable, high engagement in grades 7-
12 (b = -0.278, p < 0.001). As the predicted probability of following this trajectory of high 
engagement increased, so did the likelihood of graduation on-time (b = 0.432, p < 0.001), while the 
likelihood of graduating late (b = -0.421, p < 0.001) and dropping out of school decreased (b = -
0.529, p < 0.001). The fit statistics for this model suggested that the data fit the model very well 
(RMSEA = 0.03, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.97). 
 
Figure 4: Path Model - Suspension, High Engagement, and Academic Outcomes 
 
Data Source – New York City Department of Education 
 
As seen in Table 8, about 73% of the total effect of suspension on graduating on time was a 
direct effect (-0.317/-0.437 = 0.725), while 28% was through the indirect effect of suspension 
decreasing the predicted probability of following a stable high engagement trajectory which is related 
to an increased likelihood of on-time graduation (-0.120/-0.437 = 0.275). As there was no significant 




effect that suspension had on trajectory membership, which then predicted late graduation. In 
predicting dropping out, just under 60% of the total effect of suspension on dropping out was a 
direct effect (0.203/0.350 = 0.580), while slightly more than 40% was indirect (0.147/0.350 = 
0.420). 
  
Table 8: Direct & Indirect Effects of Suspension on Outcomes - Stable High Engagement  
  Total Effect Direct Effect Indirect Effect 
Suspension -> On-time Graduation -0.437 (0.023)*** -0.317 (0.021)*** -0.120 (0.010)*** 
Suspension -> Late Graduation 0.117 (0.010)*** NS 0.117 (0.010)*** 
Suspension -> Dropout 0.350 (0.026)*** 0.203 (0.028)*** 0.147 (0.013)*** 
Notes: *p < .05 | ** p < .01 | *** p < 0.001   
Data Source – New York City Department of Education   
 
6.5.2. The Role of Chronic Disengagement 
Next, the mediating effect of the trajectory showing the lowest overall engagement from 
grades 7-12 was explored (Figure 5). Just like the prior model, this model held student 
characteristics, prior indicators of performance and achievement, and school mobility constant, in 
order to explore how suspension related to academic outcomes directly and indirectly through the 
effect it has on the predicted probability of a student exhibiting chronic disengagement throughout 
their educational development. 
Experiencing a first suspension in 6th grade was directly related to all academic outcomes. 
Suspended students were less likely to graduate on time (b = -0.228, p < 0.001), while being more 
likely to graduate late (b = 0.132, p < 0.001) or dropout (b = 0.161, p < 0.001). Suspension in 6th 
grade was also indirectly related to academic outcomes through the effect it had on the predicted 
probability that a student would belong to the chronically disengaged trajectory in grades 7-12. (b = 




increased, so did the likelihood of dropping out (b = 0.400, p < 0.001), while the likelihood of 
graduating on time (b = -0.415, p < 0.001) or late (b = -0.020, p < 0.001) decreased. While following 
the chronic disengagement trajectory is significantly related to all academic outcomes, the magnitude 
of its effect on likelihood of late graduation is much smaller than on on-time graduation or dropout. 
The fit statistics for this model suggested that the data fit the model reasonably well (RMSEA = 
0.06, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.90). 
 
Figure 5: Path Model - Suspension, Chronic Disengagement, and Academic Outcomes 
 
Data Source – New York City Department of Education 
 
As seen in Table 9, about 52% of the total effect of suspension on graduating on time was a 
direct effect (-0.228/-0.439 = 0.519), while 48% was through the indirect effect of suspension 
increasing the predicted probability of following the chronic disengagement trajectory which was 
related to a decreased likelihood of on-time graduation (-0.211/-0.439 = 0.481). As for late 




strong enough to cancel out the overall total positive effect of suspension on graduating late.14 As 
for dropping out of high school, about 56% of the total effect of suspension on high school dropout 
was through the indirect effect of being more likely to follow an educational trajectory of chronic 
disengagement (0.203/0.364 = 0.558), while about 44% of the total effect was direct (0.161/0.364 = 
0.442).  
 
Table 9: Direct & Indirect Effects of Suspension on Outcomes - Chronic Disengagement  
  Total Effect Direct Effect Indirect Effect 
Suspension -> On-time Graduation -0.439 (0.023)*** -0.228 (0.021)*** -0.211 (0.006)*** 
Suspension -> Late Graduation 0.122 (0.026)*** 0.132 (0.026)*** -0.010 (0.003)*** 
Suspension -> Dropout 0.364 (0.027)*** 0.161 (0.025)*** 0.203 (0.006)*** 
Notes: *p < .05 | ** p < .01 | *** p < 0.001   
Data Source – New York City Department of Education   
 
6.6. Summary 
 Taken together, these results show that disparities seen in likelihood of suspension do not 
necessarily translate to disparities in suspension severity. However, Black and Hispanic/Latinx 
students are more likely to be suspended and suspended for longer lengths of time than their white 
counterparts. Being suspended increases the likelihood of group membership in less engaged 
trajectories. Further, suspension is especially damaging to Black and Hispanic/Latinx students, 
students with disabilities, and economically disadvantaged students because they have a lower 
probability of being in the most engaged trajectory and a higher probability of being in the most 
disengaged trajectory than their counterparts. Suspension is related to academic outcomes both 
directly and indirectly through the effect it has on students’ educational trajectories. The following 
 
14 Due of the result of inconsistent mediation, where direct and indirect effects point in different directions, the 




chapter outlines how these findings relate to prior research, as well as their implications for theory, 







CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION 
7.1. Summary of Major Findings  
While there is extensive research outlining disparities in suspension and the adverse effects 
of suspension on student outcomes, research that shows how suspension affects students’ 
developmental trajectories is lacking. Moreover, studies that explore how those who are most 
affected by suspension and have historically been underserved in school settings are uniquely 
affected by suspension are nonexistent. To address these gaps in the literature, this study used a 
cohort of 66,600 New York City public school students entering the 6th grade in the 2009-2010 
school year to answer three main questions: (1) who is most affected by school suspensions, (2) how 
does this method of exclusionary discipline predict students’ development of school engagement 
and their academic outcomes, and (3) how does it serve to maintain, or even worsen, inequities seen 
in school experiences and outcomes? The findings from this study, contextualized with findings 
from prior research, are discussed below. This is followed by a discussion of what implications these 
findings have for theory, and educational policy and practice. 
 
7.1.1. Disparities in Suspension Experiences 
The underlying theory behind the use of exclusionary school discipline is that it will improve 
learning environments by deterring future misbehavior (Massar et al., 2015). However, not only does 
suspension not work as a deterrent, as suspended students are likely to incur future suspensions 
(Raffaele Mendez, 2003; Massar et al., 2015), but suspension has been shown to be incredibly 
harmful for students. Students who are suspended fare much worse academically (e.g. Blafanz et al., 
2014; Chu & Ready, 2018) and are also more likely to experience justice-system involvement (e.g. 
Mittleman, 2018; Mowen & Brent, 2016; Rosenbaum, 2020) than their non-suspended counterparts. 




are pushed out of the classroom which increases their risk of involvement with the justice system 
(ACLU, 2008; Advancement Project/Civil Rights Project, 2011).  
Extensive research has been done on which student subgroups are most likely to experience 
suspension, the results of which are similar to studies predicting justice-system involvement (Mallett, 
2017). However, less is known about how these student-and school-level factors predict severity of 
suspension. Therefore, the first set of analyses of this dissertation were focused on exploring how 
individual- and school-level factors predicted three suspension experiences. At the student-level, this 
study explored how these factors predicted likelihood of being suspended. Following, analyses on 
how these factors predicted severity of suspension, measured by length of suspension and likelihood 
of over-suspension, were done on a smaller sample of suspension incidents. Individual-level factors 
included demographics, student characteristics, and student performance/achievement, while 
school-level factors included racial/ethnic composition and overall disadvantage.  
 
Student Demographics 
Consistent with the literature on disparities in suspension, male students were more likely to 
be suspended than female students, and Black and Hispanic/Latinx students were also 
overrepresented in school suspensions. Further, the effect of race on likelihood of suspension did 
not significantly vary across schools, meaning that Black students were at an increased risk of 
suspension regardless of school characteristics. This serves as further evidence of what is arguably 
already the most consistent finding in studies of suspension, that students of color are those most 
likely to be suspended (Cruz & Rodl, 2018; Huang & Cornell, 2018; Kewalramani et al., 2007; Petras 
et al., 2011; Wallace et al., 2008). However, this also adds to the growing body of literature that has 




economically disadvantaged households account a large portion of the student body, they are still 
the most likely to be suspended (Cruz & Rodl, 2018; Huang & Cornell, 2018).  
Prior work has been able to examine the source of racial disparities in school punishment 
and shown that students of color are not more likely to be suspended because they act out more, but 
because they are held to a different standard (Edwards, 2016; McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; McFadden et 
al., 1992; Shaw & Braden, 1990; Skiba et al., 2014). Prior work has also shown that teachers are likely 
to view Black students’ behavior in a more negative light, such as being the result of stable character 
flaws rather than an error in judgement, therefore making them deserving of harsher punishment 
than white students (Kunesh & Noltemeyer, 2019; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). While there is 
evidence that teachers view and treat students of color differently, this study focused on exploring 
whether the same phenomenon occurs at the administrator-level: Are students of color punished 
more severely for the same type of behavior as white students? Results from these analyses showed 
that while race/ethnicity is not predictive of being over-suspended once accounting for school-level 
factors, analyses exploring suspension length revealed that for the same type of behavior, Black and 




Beyond students of color, results also showed that students who qualified for free or 
reduced-price lunch and students with disabilities were overrepresented in school suspensions, a 
finding that has been consistently supported in literature on disparities. Consistent with the few 
prior studies that have explored English language learner status, ELL students were significantly less 
likely to be suspended than native English speakers (Anyon et al., 2014; Chu & Ready, 2018). 




therefore these findings can be tied to studies of delinquency which have shown that first-generation 
immigrant youth are less likely to engage in misbehavior than native born youth (Powell et al., 2010). 
However, these patterns were not seen when exploring severity of suspension, as none of the 
student characteristics significantly predicted length of suspension or over-suspension after 
accounting for school-level factors. Therefore, while teachers refer economically disadvantaged 
students and students with disabilities to the office at higher rates than their counterparts, it is 
possible that school administrators are cognizant of how class time missed due to lengthier 
suspensions can negatively affect students at a heightened risk of falling behind.  
 
Student Performance/Achievement 
Indicators of higher levels of school performance and achievement were consistent in the 
protective effect they had against both being suspended and receiving a more severe suspension. A 
history of being chronically absent was the most consistent predictor of suspension experiences, as it 
was tied to the increased likelihood of receiving a suspension, longer suspension lengths, and 
receiving a disproportionately long suspension. Interestingly, while prior work has shown that 
suspension increases the likelihood of course failure (Blafanz et al., 2014) and grade retention 
(Fabelo et al., 2011), this study showed that opposite is also true: being behind in school is also a risk 
factor for being suspended, though not for more severe punishment when suspended. Findings on 
the importance of academic indicators in predicting suspension experiences align with studies that 
have shown how higher grades and test scores, as well as academic preparedness/engagement, are 
related to a lower likelihood of suspension (Huang & Cornell, 2018; Mizel et al., 2016; Wright et al., 
2014). The findings of this study also show how while suspension serves to affect future school 




before were at an increased risk of suspension if they showed prior indicators of poor performance 
and achievement.  
One hypothesis for the relationship between indicators of school performance/achievement 
and suspension can be explained as being the result of more engaged, higher performing students 
being more strongly bonded to school and therefore less likely to misbehave. However, findings 
from this study show that the explanation is more complicated than that, as when these students do 
get into trouble they are punished less harshly by school officials. It is likely that being positively 
labeled as “good students” by teachers and school administrators causes these school officials to 
attribute misbehavior to a lapse in judgement rather than patterned behavior, therefore warranting 
less severe punishment. The opposite is true for students who have already shown indicators of 
disengagement, such as those with a history of chronic absences. Because the nature of the students’ 
behavior is controlled for, it is not simply that these already disengaged students are acting out more 
serious behaviors in school. Rather, it is likely that they may already be seen as problem students, 
which puts them at higher risk of discipline and harsher discipline. 
 
School Racial/Ethnic Composition 
In addition to individual-level factors, this study also explored how school context affects 
the suspension experiences of students attending these schools. While the likelihood of being 
suspended decreased as the percentage of Black or Hispanic/Latinx students increased, these 
indicators were not predictive of length of suspension or over-suspension. Perhaps a better indicator 
of how school racial and ethnic compositions affect suspension experiences in a place as diverse as 
New York City is school heterogeneity. The level of diversity in a school was positively associated 
with the likelihood of being suspended, meaning that students are more likely to be suspended in 




“frog pond effect” which is the phenomenon in which a student’s behavior is not necessarily judged 
on an objective scale, but is instead judged against those around them, and therefore schools with 
higher percentages of students of color have lower suspension rates while more integrated schools 
have higher suspension rates (Davis, 1966; Cruz & Rodl, 2018). If schools are suspending more 
frequently and for more subjective behaviors, it’s likely that school administrators are not handing 
out very lengthy suspensions. Whereas in less diverse schools where “othering” is less of a 
consideration due to more homogeneous populations, suspensions may be for more objective, 
serious behavior and therefore result in longer suspensions handed down by school administrators. 
 
School Disadvantage 
School disadvantage was also tied to harsher exclusionary school discipline practices. 
Contrary to prior studies that have mainly focused on one indicator of disadvantage at the school-
level, economic disadvantage, this study used a composite indicator of school disadvantage that was 
determined by percentages of students who qualified for free or reduced-priced lunch, were 
chronically absent, were behind expected grade level, did not pass the math state exam, and did not 
pass the ELA state exam. This is due to research that has found that schools serving economically 
disadvantaged student populations are more likely to be underfunded (Morgan & Amerikaner, 2018). 
Further, school funding and the resources it provides are inextricably linked with student success 
(Greenwald et al., 1996) and therefore gaps in funding serve to exacerbate gaps in achievement 
(Card & Payne, 2002).  
Results showed that students attending schools with higher levels of disadvantage were more 
likely to be suspended. While it was also linked to longer suspensions and over-suspension, these 
findings were not consistent across models and therefore these findings should be interpreted with 




schools may be more willing to adopt a “broken windows” approach towards student behavior, 
where underfunded and underperforming schools rely on punishment as a way to deter future 
and/or escalated student misbehavior. This is consistent with research that has shown that schools 
of concentrated disadvantage are more likely to implement security measures aimed at detecting 
student misbehavior (e.g. drug sniffing dogs, metal detectors, police officers) (Kupchik & Ward, 
2014). However, this “get tough” approach is actually counterintuitive to what research suggests, as 
these are the schools where students remaining connected to the classroom is of vital importance 
(Fisher et al., 2015). 
 
Differences in Disparities: Classroom versus Administrator Decision-Making 
Overall, the findings from these analyses showed that predictors of likelihood of suspension 
do not necessarily translate to predicting more severe suspensions. In fact, only being a student of 
color, having a history of poor academic engagement/achievement, and attending a more diverse 
school predicted suspension severity. While it is interesting that so few factors are related to length 
of suspension and over-suspension, this is somewhat to be expected because there is more structure 
around decision-making when it comes to determining length of suspension. As mentioned prior, 
likelihood of being suspended is largely based off a teacher referring a student to the office for their 
behavior. Once the student is being disciplined, there is a discipline code guiding an administrator 
on the appropriate length of suspension for a behavior, depending on its level of severity.15 
The above findings shed light on how similar, more structured decision-making would be 
beneficial in the classroom (this is discussed more in Section 7.3. Implications for Educational Policy 
and Practice). Further, this shows that because certain students are still being punished more harshly 
 





than their peers for the same behavior, it may be beneficial to provide more specific guidance on the 
appropriate intervention for a given behavior within the discipline code. This is especially true for 
behaviors that are categorized into higher levels of severity (i.e. levels 4 and 5) where possible ranges 
of disciplinary responses vary greatly, as this may be contributing to disparities in suspension lengths 
(see New York City Department of Education, 2018). 
 
7.1.2. Effect of Suspension on Educational Trajectories and Outcomes 
As mentioned previously, suspension has been linked to several indicators of poor academic 
progress, and unfavorable academic outcomes. Scholars have argued that this is likely because the 
time spent outside of their normal learning environment results in disengagement from school. 
However, the fact that suspension can stunt students’ educational development has most often been 
raised as just a hypothesis to explain relationships between suspension and poor student outcomes, 
and not adequately tested (Welsh & Little, 2018). Therefore, this next set of analyses focused on 
exploring what trajectories of school engagement New York City public school students followed 
from 7th through 12th grade and how suspension affected those trajectories. Further, it also explored 
how the effect of suspension differed based off student characteristics given the fact that the same 
groups of students who are most likely to be suspended are also those who suffer from inequities in 
education. For the purpose of this study, trajectories were measured by likelihood of suspension, 
weeks of school missed, and grade point average each year from grades 7-12. Results of the 
trajectory analyses revealed that about three-fourths of the sample displayed stable moderate to high 
engagement throughout middle and high school in terms of discipline, attendance, and grades. The 
remainder of the sample was characterized by late onset disengagement (15.1%) or chronic 





Educational Trajectory Differences 
Despite the fact that Groups 1 (stable high) and 2 (stable moderate) were characterized by 
their stable engagement, it is important to note that all trajectory groups exhibited some level of 
disengagement as they progressed further into their schooling. This is consistent with prior work 
that has examined developmental trajectories of school engagement and found that decreasing 
engagement throughout schooling is normal, even for the most engaged trajectories (Janosz et al., 
2008; Li & Lerner, 2011; Wang & Eccles, 2011). What is particularly interesting is how difficult it is 
to tell to what extent students will disengage throughout their schooling, specifically for those 
students who exhibit moderate engagement in middle school. While the late onset disengagement 
group and the stable moderate engagement group ended the trajectory study period at very different 
levels of engagement, their levels of engagement were quite similar at the start of the study period. 
Their attendance and grades were comparable, with the late onset disengagement having a higher 
likelihood of being suspended, indicating how important middle school years are for predicting 
future success. Further, for this late onset disengagement group, the fact that their likelihood of 
suspension was higher at the start of trajectory measurement and throughout, as other measures of 
engagement decreased, shows how experiences with exclusionary school discipline can relate to 
students withdrawing from the classroom and their studies. The chronic disengagement group was 
the most concerning, despite accounting for less than 10 percent of the sample. This group showed 
the same phenomenon as the late onset disengagement group, only at a more rapid pace with already 
high levels of disengagement at the start of trajectory group measurement, indicating that 
disengagement had started in 6th grade or earlier. Together, these trajectory group findings also 
provide important context for prior work that has noted the importance of the transition from 




al., 2014), as no groups of students seem to begin disengaging from school after 9th grade, and 
therefore students who are on track in the 9th grade will most likely go on to graduate from school.  
While students in both the late onset disengagement group and the chronic disengagement 
group showed decreases in their likelihood of suspension, it is very likely that this is related to the 
decreases in time spent in the classroom, and therefore diminished opportunities to be disciplined. It 
is also important to note that while attendance and grades are pretty straightforward measures of 
engagement, there is a certain level of obscurity in the likelihood of suspension measure. While it 
may be that students in these groups are disengaged and therefore acting out more, research has 
shown that discipline does not occur in a vacuum and that student behavior does not fully explain 
discipline rates, or the disparities seen within them (Skiba et al., 2014). Rather, it is the culmination 
of variables relating to students (e.g. behavior, individual characteristics), teachers (e.g. classroom 
management skills, perceptions, bias), and schools (e.g. principal attitudes, school composition) that 
predict the use of discipline (Welsh & Little, 2018). Therefore, alternative explanations are also 
viable, as it may also be that students who have been suspended are stigmatized as troublemaker 
students and therefore subject to increased monitoring and scrutiny, and a decreased “margin for 
error” afforded by school officials, which results in an increase in their likelihood of suspension 
(Mittleman, 2018, p. 198). Regardless, given the extensive research tying suspension to other 
measures of engagement, this is an appropriate measure to include when assessing levels of student 
engagement.  
 
Suspension, Student Characteristics, & Educational Trajectories 
The central aim of exploring educational trajectories followed by students in New York City 
public schools was to explore how suspension affected future school engagement. Because trajectory 




was not possible to determine how being suspended altered the course of a trajectory a student was 
already following. Because of this, it was important to disentangle the effect of prior indicators of 
poor engagement on future disengagement, to isolate the effects of suspension. Even when 
controlling for prior indicators of performance and achievement (test scores, attendance, and being 
at expected grade level), students who were suspended were over 5 times more likely to belong to 
the late onset disengagement group and almost 10 times more likely to belong to the chronic 
disengagement group. Furthermore, students who experienced a disproportionately long suspension 
for a given behavior in comparison to their peers were 1.5 times more likely to belong to the chronic 
disengagement group. This points to the fact that perceiving a suspension as being disproportionate 
and therefore unfair may have its own effect on student engagement and bonds to school separate 
from just the experience of being suspended for students who experience the highest levels of 
disengagement. Because of the fact that the more problematic trajectories have higher overall 
likelihoods of being suspended in grades 7-12, it is difficult to disentangle the effects of that first 
suspension versus the cumulative effect of future suspensions on educational development over 
time. However, prior research has shown that even just one early suspension can negatively affect 
students’ future academic gains (Morris & Perry, 2016). 
Another important finding was that similar to the results predicting suspension, Black and 
Hispanic/Latinx students, economically disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities were 
more likely to belong to trajectory groups exhibiting lower and less stable levels of engagement, even 
when accounting for other relevant student characteristics and prior indicators of performance, 
achievement, and school discipline. Of course, these categorizations of students are not mutually 
exclusive, as structural inequality in this country has resulted in race/ethnicity and socioeconomic 
status being inextricably linked, and students of color and economically disadvantaged students are 




2002). This finding of increased risk of following a problematic trajectory of school engagement for 
these groups of students is consistent with the body of literature outlining disparities in school 
performance and achievement that have been documented as far back as 50 years ago (Coleman et 
al., 1966).  
While referring to these disparities as achievement gaps can convey harmful messaging that 
one group of students happens to be outperforming the other due to differences in effort and/or 
skill (Chambers, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2007), it is important to note that these achievement gaps are 
not the result of differences in individual capabilities. Rather, they are a predictable consequence of 
racial and income inequality in this country, and how this inequality results in gaps in access and 
resources that accumulate over generations. As Ladson-Billings (2006) notes, “historical, economic, 
sociopolitical, and moral decisions and politics that characterize our society have created an 
education debt” (p. 5), in which the cumulative effects of not investing in low-income students and 
students of color throughout history has resulted in them being left behind. These students are then 
further marginalized in school systems, as teachers have been shown to have lower educational 
expectations for their abilities (Shrifer, 2016; Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). This has an effect on the 
courses they take, as these groups of students end up being overrepresented in tracks for students 
considered low-ability and low likelihood of attending college, while being underrepresented in 
advanced classes, both of which have obvious implications for student achievement (Chambers et 
al., 2009; Grimsom & Redding, 2016; Oakes, 2005).  
 
Dual Disadvantage: Suspension and Educational Trajectories 
What was even more concerning was the finding of how the adverse effect of a prior 
suspension on future educational development was stronger for these students who are at a 




suspension in the 6th grade decreased the likelihood of following the highest engagement trajectory 
in grades 7-12 for all groups of students by about half, this was more concerning for students of 
color, economically disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities because they were already 
less likely to belong to this trajectory group than their counterparts to begin with. The opposite was 
true for the chronic disengagement trajectory, where suspension at least doubled the probability of 
following this trajectory for all students, but was more concerning for students of these focal groups 
since they already had a higher likelihood of following this trajectory to begin with. Therefore, the 
additional harm that experiencing exclusionary school discipline causes students of color, 
economically disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities cannot be ignored.  
Historical harms which have led to learning disparities are further exacerbated by the fact 
that these students are missing more instruction time than their counterparts. In a report exploring 
how the 11 million days of instruction lost to suspension in SY 2015-16 were divided across 
students in this country, findings showed that Black students lost 66 days of instruction per 100 
students in comparison to 14 days for white students, while students with disabilities lost 44 days of 
instruction in comparison to 20 days for students without disabilities (Losen & Whitaker, 2018). 
However, it is not simply a problem of missed class time, as students who return to the classroom 
are often behind with little guidance to help them catch up (Quin & Hemphill, 2014) and return to 
the classroom less interested in school and with more negative feelings towards school (Brown, 
2007; Costenbader & Markson, 1997; Pyne, 2019). While attempts to phase out the practice of 
suspending students are not enough to eliminate an achievement gap that is rooted in this country’s 
history, it can undoubtedly help to reduce these disparities in education, as about one-fifth of the 





7.1.3. How Trajectories Mediate the Relationship Between Suspension and Outcomes  
Finally, to add to the literature that has linked suspension to poor student outcomes, the last 
set of analyses explored how educational trajectories help explain why suspension is related to 
adverse outcomes, particularly why it decreases the likelihood that students will graduate on time 
(Chu & Ready, 2018; Balfanz et al., 2007), while increasing the likelihood that they will graduate late 
or dropout (Blafanz et al., 2014; Raffaele Mendez, 2003). When discussing disparities in gaps of 
student outcomes, many times discussion of how certain students are pushed out from their normal 
learning environments is missing, and only recently has the long-lasting effect of suspension been 
seriously considered. This analysis focused on two specific trajectories: the one showing the highest 
and most stable engagement and the one showing chronic disengagement, to show how suspension 
affects future educational development which in turn, affects outcomes.  
 
On-Time Graduation 
The first outcome explored was on-time high school graduation. Though it happens 
relatively early in life, high school graduation is linked to a variety of life outcomes that extend 
beyond just earning potential. Rather, young people who reach this benchmark have much better 
prospects than those who do not complete high school. Economically, they are more likely to be 
employed and have better income prospects (Rouse, 2007), while being less likely to need to rely on 
public assistance (Waldfogel et al., 2007). They are also healthier, as they are less likely to suffer from 
health conditions and likely to live longer lives (Muennig, 2007). They are also less likely to engage in 
crime and have justice-system contact. As Moretti (2007) found, “A 1% increase in the high school 
completion rate of all men ages 20-60 would save the United States as much as $1.4 billion per year 




graduating from high school seems to serve as a safeguard against future life adversities, it is 
important to understand how suspension affects the likelihood of graduation. 
Results showed that even when accounting for the role of stable high engagement, there is a 
very strong direct effect of suspension on on-time graduation, accounting for over 70% of the total 
effect. Prior work has shown the long-lasting effects of even just one suspension, as Balfanz and 
colleagues (2007) found that only 16% of students suspended in 6th grade went on to graduate high 
school on time. This is likely due to the way suspension serves to exacerbate differences in 
achievement. For example, Morris and Perry (2016) found that while students who experience an 
early suspension are, on average, scoring lower in terms of test scores at the time of suspension, 
these disparities grow over the next two years following suspension, even if the student is not 
suspended again. The fact that the indirect effect of suspension accounts for a much smaller 
proportion of the total effect may be due to the fact that while suspension reduces the likelihood of 
following a stable high engagement trajectory which strongly predicts on-time graduation, not 
following this trajectory is not deterministic of not graduating on time. Put another way, while 
exhibiting high engagement throughout school only strengthens the odds of on-time graduation, 
graduating on time is not based off of GPA, attendance, and disciplinary records. Rather, it is based 
off meeting the required number of credits and passing required exams. Therefore, it is likely that 
the majority of students who graduate each year are not straight A students with near-perfect 
attendance who have never been in trouble. They are much more likely to be students showing 
average levels of engagement who are on track to meet the required benchmarks.  
In comparison, the indirect effect of suspension on on-time graduation via chronic 
disengagement explained about half of the total effect of suspension on on-time graduation. The 
strong positive relationship of suspension on chronic disengagement is in line with work that shows 




(Raffaele Mendez, 2003; Massar et al., 2015), and that suspensions negatively affect future 
attendance and test scores (Chu & Ready, 2018; Lacoe & Steinberg, 2018). The chronic 
disengagement group evidenced how these three indicators create a perfect storm for steep declines 
in engagement that seem impossible to reverse course on, even by 9th grade. In 8th grade, this group 
of students peaked in their likelihood of being suspended, averaged 2 months of schooling missed, 
and less than a 1.0 GPA. As the transition from 8th to 9th grade has been shown to be a “make or 
break” time for student success (Roderick et al., 2014; Rosenkranz et al., 2014), it is no wonder that 
students in this trajectory group have such a difficult time trying pull themselves out of the 
downward trajectory of years of disengagement, especially fast enough to ensure graduating on time. 
 
Late Graduation 
Late graduation was also explored as an outcome as prior work has shown that suspension 
increases the likelihood of course failure (Blafanz et al., 2014) and grade retention (Fabelo et al., 
2011), meaning that some students may complete high school although not necessarily within the 
traditional four years. The relationship between suspension and late graduation was complex: when 
the trajectory for stable high engagement was explored, the direct effect of suspension on late 
graduation was not significant, meaning that this relationship can fully be explained by the fact that 
suspension impedes positive educational development which would otherwise protect against late 
graduation. In comparison to the completely mediating effect of the most engaged trajectory, the 
model of the least engaged trajectory showed that suspension was directly related to an increased 
likelihood of graduating late. This finding is to be expected, as students who are suspended are 
uprooted from their normal learning environment and are likely to fall behind academically and be 
held back a grade (Fabelo et al., 2011; Quin & Hemphill, 2014). Further, while the effect of 




the chronic disengagement trajectory on late graduation was a weak, though significant, negative 
effect. While somewhat surprising, this can likely be explained by the fact that this group of students 
is so disengaged that even graduating late is not seemingly possible. Though this indirect effect was 
negative, it was not strong enough to cancel out the positive direct effect of suspension on late 
graduation, so the overall total effect was also negative, in line with prior findings (Raffaele Mendez, 
2003). 
 
High School Dropout 
Consistent with prior literature, suspension was directly related to an increased likelihood of 
dropping out of school (Balfanz et al., 2007; Blafanz et al., 2014; Rosenbaum, 2020). This is 
especially concerning because of how dropping out of school predicts so much hardship in students’ 
futures. These students end up having higher rates of unemployment and earn about 50 percent less 
income when employed than their high school graduate counterparts (Julian & Kominski, 2011).  
This translates to these students earning over 300 thousand dollars less in their lifetimes than their 
high school graduate counterparts (Carnevale et al., 2011), and being twice as likely to experience 
poverty at some point in their lives (Gabe, 2009). Men who dropout of high school are also more 
likely to obtain criminal convictions than men who graduate high school (Bäckman, 2017). Because 
of its relation to so many poor outcomes later in life, it is important to explore how suspension is 
related to dropping out of high school. 
When exploring the role of trajectories in explaining the relationship between suspension 
and high school non-completion, results showed that a large proportion of the total effect of 
suspension on dropping out is indirect, particularly for the chronic disengagement trajectory. About 
56% of the total effect of suspension on dropping out is through the indirect effect suspension has 




out of school. Prior work has shown that suspensions have a cumulative effect on both educational 
achievement and outcomes. For example, students who accumulate over 51 days of suspension over 
the course of three years are about 3 years behind their classmates. Further, the more days 
suspended, the more likely it is that students will eventually drop out of school, as students who are 
suspended 21 or more days in 9th grade are more than twice as likely to dropout than students 
suspended 1-10 days (43% versus 21%) (Arcia, 2006). Similar to Balfanz et al. (2012), this study also 
found the co-occurrence of suspension, chronic absenteeism, and course failure, and how this 
trifecta is predictive of poor academic outcomes. The way in which chronic disengagement mediates 
the relationship between suspension and dropout is important to note, as most work that has talked 
about how suspension results in poor academic outcomes has discussed disengagement as a possible 
reason why but not adequately tested it (Welsh & Little, 2018). Conversely, the indirect effect of 
suspension on dropping out of high school via the high engagement trajectory explained about 40% 
of the total effect. Again, this points to how following a high engagement trajectory is a protective 
factor for students, but is not a necessary requirement for successfully completing high school. 
However, when following a poorly engaged trajectory, it is very likely that a student will not 
complete high school.  
Prior work has explored how certain subgroups of suspended students are more at risk of 
poor educational outcomes such as late graduation and high school dropout. For example, 
Shollenberg (2013) showed that 36% of suspended white students did not complete high school in 
comparison to 46% of suspended Black students. Similarly, when exploring correlations between 
out-of-school suspension and on-time graduation, Raffaele Mendez (2003) found that the negative 
relationship between these two factors was stronger for Black students (r = -0.25) than it was for 
white students (r = -0.16). This study helped shed some light on why this may be by exploring the 




by race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and disability status. As those most likely to be suspended 
are also the most negatively affected by suspension, it is no surprise that they are more likely to not 
complete high school after being suspended in comparison to their more privileged counterparts. 
 
7.2. Implications for Theory  
While the field of criminal justice is focused on studying the causes and effects of 
punishment, this study of punishment has largely been focused on formal justice system 
interventions. In recent years, the study of punishment has expanded to testing how various 
criminological theories that apply to formal justice system interventions also apply to formal 
educational system interventions. This dissertation aimed to add to this growing body of literature 
by exploring how criminological theories relating to labeling, life-course, and minority threat can 
help explain who is most likely to be punished and the effect of punishment on development and 
outcomes. The educational theory on student capital helped supplement the criminological theories 
to help explain why the ability to “bounce back” academically after receiving a school suspension 
would vary across students. 
 
7.2.1. Variation in the Likelihood and Consequences of Being Labeled 
 The starting point of labeling theory is that punishment is a relatively arbitrary process, 
because virtually everyone breaks rules and violates the norms of society, yet punishment is 
determined by those who create these rules. It is whichever governing body has the power to 
proscribe punishment (e.g. enforcement officials, school officials) that determines what constitutes 
breaking a rule, who are the rulebreakers, and what their punishment should be (Becker, 1963; 
Erikson, 1966; Lemert, 1967). One of the most important factors contributing to the likelihood of 




rules comes with power, those with less power in a societal structure such as the economically 
disadvantaged and racially/ethnically marginalized will be those at the highest risk of being labeled 
(Becker, 1963; Paternoster & Iovanni, 1989). Much of the research on labeling theory has been on 
this topic of who is most likely to be labeled, with findings repeatedly showing that people of color 
and the economically disadvantaged are at a heightened risk of being formally labeled by the justice 
system (e.g. Chiricos et al., 2007; Warren et al., 2007; Tapia et al., 2010). Within education research 
specifically, this study confirmed what has been shown in numerous studies – that students of color, 
economically disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities are at an increased risk of being 
suspended, even when accounting for various indicators of academic performance and achievement. 
Further, it showed how labeling is most evident for students of color, as they are further 
disadvantaged through the fact that they are also likely to be punished more severely, shown by their 
significantly longer suspensions.  
Ethnographic work has been done to explore why Black students, particularly Black boys, 
are so overrepresented in school discipline. In a qualitative study of a middle school in California, 
Ferguson (2000) found that school officials view rule-breaking through a gendered lens, where this is 
viewed as a natural part of development for boys (e.g. the phrase “boys will be boys”). However, in 
practice, this view and associated tolerance of misbehavior only extends to white boys. Conversely, 
when Black boys misbehave, school officials tend to view this behavior in a much more negative 
light, as being both intentional and malicious in nature, and further, as needing to be overcorrected 
before it results in more severe ramifications in “the real world.” This adultification bias is the same 
as what we see in the juvenile justice system, where Black boys receive harsher punishment because 
their behavior is more likely to be attributed to something being fundamentally wrong with their 
attitude and/or personality while the behavior of white youth is more likely to be excused as being a 




While adultification bias may seem more dangerous in the context of juvenile justice than it 
is in schools, this is not necessarily the case because of how the school-to-prison pipeline operates. 
If Black students are seen as more adult, and more deserving of harsher punishments in school, then 
these punishments will inevitably push them out of school and increase their likelihoods of 
becoming involved with the juvenile justice system, which will also view them as being more adult, 
and deserving of harsher punishments. This has been shown in prior ethnographic work that has 
shown how schools preventatively punish students who they believe are capable of potential 
dangerousness, mainly Black and Latinx students, which results in a self-fulfilling prophecy where 
these students then are pushed out of schools and into delinquency (Casella, 2003). Therefore, while 
getting into trouble is a normal part of adolescent development, Black youth are not afforded the 
same margins for error as white youth when living out this normal childhood because of the grave 
implications being punished can have for Black students, particularly the series of consequences that 
can be set in motion after first being labeled.  
In addition to outlining how deviance is defined and who is likely to be deemed deviant, 
labeling theory also specifies the harm that is caused by defining someone as deviant. Research has 
shown that being labeled by the justice system is related to poorer life chances, negatively affecting 
future educational attainment and employment and increasing the likelihood of future justice system 
involvement (e.g. Bernburg & Krohn, 2003; Davies & Tanner, 2003; Lopes et al., 2012).  Becker 
(1963) argues that this is because being publicly stigmatized causes individuals to be blocked from 
prosocial opportunities and participating in conventional social groups. Suspension also fits this 
definition, as it involves a student being prohibited from attending their normal learning 
environment for a proscribed amount of time, making it less likely that they will progress with their 
education at the pace they would if they remained in their usual classroom setting. While there is 




labeled by the justice system (Davies & Tanner, 2003), it is still important to explore as many more 
young people are affected by formal interventions at the hands of the educational system than the 
justice system. About 5 percent of young people attending New York City public schools during the 
2009-2010 school year were suspended for the first time in the 6th grade. 
Becker further argues that being blocked from prosocial opportunities and social groups 
increases the likelihood that the labeled individual will drift into antisocial or delinquent activities. 
While these analyses did not explore how suspension affected activities outside of school, the strong 
association between suspension and trajectories characterized by increased likelihood of future 
discipline, extended periods spent absent from school, and stark declines in GPA served as evidence 
that these students are not remaining engaged in activities that will promote educational success. 
Further, these findings can be supplemented with other studies that have shown how suspended 
youth are not only at a higher likelihood of being arrested, but especially during the times when they 
are suspended (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015; Monahan et al., 2014). This points to the fact that as 
suspended students are blocked from participating in their conventional social groups, they are likely 
to have more unsupervised free time where they may be more likely to drift into delinquency.  
While labeling theory argues that stigmatization is harmful and can have the unintended 
effect of pushing individuals further into deviance, it has been criticized for not fully specifying the 
process of how this occurs (Taylor et al., 1973). Life-course theory has provided a more in-depth 
description of this process in the argument of “cumulative disadvantage” and the developmental 
explanation of how being stigmatized affects future life chances and outcomes (Sampson & Laub, 
1997). Further, cumulative disadvantage and the theory of capital both provide more context to why 
certain students are more disadvantaged by the negative effect of a label. The main tenets of these 





7.2.2. Cumulative Disadvantage, Human Agency, and Student Capital 
 Life course criminology focuses on how transitions in one’s life can serve as turning points 
in trajectories of behavior, either positively or negatively. This study used Sampson and Laub’s 
(1997) argument on cumulative disadvantage as basis for the hypothesis that suspension would serve 
as a negative turning point that affected students’ future behavior. Sampson and Laub (1997) argue 
that the consequences of being labeled after engaging in misbehavior serve to sever social bonds and 
therefore decrease one’s prosocial opportunities. Therefore, future problem behavior is more likely 
because of these consequences that bar an individual from participating in conventional groups and 
opportunities. In support of this theory, suspension has been shown to alter students’ behavioral 
trajectories and more than double their likelihood of being arrested as youth. Further, this 
association between suspension and arrest is mostly explained by the fact that suspended students 
are much more likely to be repeatedly disciplined (i.e. suspended or expelled) than their peers 
(Mittleman, 2018). Within this study, suspension was associated with being about five times more 
likely to exhibit late onset disengagement from school and ten times more likely to exhibit chronic 
disengagement from school, measured by increased likelihood of suspension and decreases in 
attendance and grade point average. This points to the fact that suspension may serve to sever 
students’ bonds to school and either start or accelerate a downward trajectory of engagement. 
The concept of continuity has been forwarded as a reason why one incident can trigger a 
snowball effect of consequences (Caspi et al., 1987). Interactional continuity, or the reciprocal effect 
that a behavior and reactions to the behavior have on each other, is shown in the findings of both 
predictors of suspension and the effect of suspension on educational trajectories. Poor performance 
and achievement in the 5th grade increase the likelihood of suspension in the 6th grade. Students who 
are suspended in the 6th grade are then more likely to be stigmatized and viewed as troublemakers, 




12th grade. Given results of the trajectory analysis in this study, this pattern seems to repeat itself 
until students are so disengaged that they no longer show up to school and therefore can no longer 
be suspended.  
Cumulative continuity refers to how the consequences of misbehavior accumulate and serve 
to reinforce the behavior by funneling an individual into an environment that promotes those 
behaviors. While the trajectories modeled in this study do not capture what environment students 
are funneled into, they are evidence that students are being pushed out of their normal school 
environments. This is detrimental because their normal classroom setting is where students need to 
be in order to ensure positive educational outcomes. The further they drift away from school, the 
more difficult it becomes to return, as the trajectories showed that once disengagement begins to 
happen it occurs at an accelerated rate. Therefore, it is no wonder why following these problematic 
trajectories increases the likelihood that they will be “knifed off” from future positive outcomes 
(Moffitt, 1993). As this study showed, about half of the total effect of suspension on the decreased 
likelihood of graduating on time and increased likelihood of dropping out can be explained by the 
mediating effect of following a trajectory of chronic disengagement. 
 While these findings paint a bleak picture of the futures of students who are suspended, it is 
important to remember that punishment is not deterministic in its effect on students’ future 
development. While being labeled can result in a self-fulfilling prophecy, there are many individuals 
who experience punishment and go on to achieve future indicators of success despite the label. 
Several arguments for why this may be the case have been raised. Becker (1963) argues that this is 
because the labeling may have taken place at an early enough time in the individual’s life when they 
still can choose prosocial courses of action rather than deviant ones. However, this study shows that 
is not a sufficient explanation because all students were suspended for the first time at the same 




less engaged trajectories and experiencing adverse academic outcomes. Another possible explanation 
is raised by Paternoster and Iovanni (1989), who note that just because an individual was 
stigmatized, this does not necessarily mean that they experienced any changes in their identity or 
found themselves barred from opportunities. This may partially explain variation in the effect of a 
label, but does not sufficiently account for the fact that being labeled seems to be most damaging to 
people of color and the economically disadvantaged in society (Bernburg & Krohn, 2003), and how 
one’s structural location affects their changes in identity or barring of opportunities.  
This dissertation posited that variation in the effect of labeling is best explained by 
arguments on how social positioning affects the level of human agency one has in in changing the 
course that their lives are taking (Elder, 2003; Sampson & Laub, 1997). Those who are in more 
privileged positions have access to significantly more resources and prosocial opportunities that they 
can latch onto in order to counteract the negative effects of a label. This was illustrated in the fact 
that suspension is injurious for the educational trajectories of all who experience it, as it reduces the 
likelihood of following the most engaged trajectory by about half and more than doubles the 
likelihood that students will follow the most problematic trajectory of school engagement. However, 
the injurious effects of suspension translate into very different realities for more vulnerable students 
and their counterparts due to a “starting-line” inequality. At the start of 7th grade, a previously 
suspended non-Black student is over twice as likely to follow the stable high engagement trajectory 
than a previously suspended non-Black student, though this seems to be mostly explained by the 
fact that non-Black students have significantly higher likelihoods of following this trajectory than 
their counterparts. A similar pattern holds true for Hispanic/Latinx students and their counterparts. 
The opposite was true for following the chronic disengagement trajectory. Although the differences 
in starting points were not as stark for students of color and their counterparts, they were for 




Differences in starting lines can be thought of in terms of differences in capital (i.e. 
resources) available to young people to mitigate the negative effect of suspension and achieve 
educational success. While our educational system is thought of as an avenue for social mobility and 
a great equalizer of society, it actually reflects and reproduces the inequities seen in society because 
of the way in which capital, which is disproportionately located in higher social classes, breeds 
educational success (Bourdieu, 1986). Because of how closely linked socioeconomic status is to race 
and ethnicity, and how both are associated with an increased risk of being labeled as having a 
disability, this helps explain why although this theory is focused on social class, all these groups of 
students may be more vulnerable in terms of their educational development to begin with.  
One form of capital that aids in educational success is social capital, or the resources a 
student has available to them which exist as a function of his or her social network of relationships. 
This includes his or her parents, and the level of involvement they are able to have in their child’s 
educational development, which is directly linked to academic achievement and attainment (Benner 
et al., 2016; Englund et al, 2004). Because level of involvement is a function of time and attention, 
which is often lacking in poor families, disparities in cognitive development exist between children 
from economically disadvantaged families and affluent families even before they enter school 
(Garcia, 2015). Further, these disparities are likely to grow once in school because children from 
poor families are likely to have lower levels of parental involvement throughout the course of their 
schooling (McQuiggan & Megra, 2017). Because of their already restricted chances of following a 
trajectory that is closely linked to graduation and would safeguard against poor academic outcomes, 
and their increased chances of following a trajectory of disengagement, the consequence of 
suspension on these groups of students seems especially pernicious.  
However, capital can also be thought of in the way that it can mitigate the injurious effect of 




serving out a suspension in the first place. More affluent families are more likely to be connected to 
parents of school peers as other professionals such as lawyers and teachers, all of which can help 
them figure out the best way to advocate for their child in a school setting. As mentioned in Horvat 
and colleagues’ (2003) study on how the breadth of social networks and ways in which they are used 
varies by socioeconomic status, they determine that “middle-class parents draw on ties to individuals 
unconnected with the school who can provide the information, expertise, or authority necessary to 
compel the school to follow a preferred course of action” (p. 344). Their study focused on how 
middle-class parents are more likely to use these networks to obtain special services for their 
children, request a specific teacher, and contest the school curriculum than working-class or poor 
families. If these parents are able to mobilize their social networks to affect all these areas of their 
children’s schooling, then it is plausible that these social networks can also be used to challenge the 
punishment their child is given through the form of an appeal. 
Furthermore, while it is likely that parents will want to provide extra supervision for their 
children during the time they are suspended from school to ensure that they keep up with their 
schooling and stay out of trouble, this might not be feasible for all families. For students from 
impoverished families, parents may be unable to take time off from work or find someone to watch 
over their suspended child, so it is possible that suspension will result in unstructured and 
unsupervised time. More affluent families with higher levels of parental involvement may be able to 
accommodate a situation such as suspension in order to ensure that their child is still being 
monitored and progressing with his or her schooling. Further, because parental involvement in 
schooling extends to maintaining relationships with teachers, more affluent families are not only 
more likely to find out if their student is falling behind in school following a suspension, but also 





7.2.3. The Context of Behavior and its Effect on Punishment 
The last theory that provided underlying basis for these analyses is minority threat theory. At 
the aggregate level, minority threat framework posits that it is not just the individual that matters, 
but that context (particularly racial and ethnic composition) also influences punishment or 
enforcement. This is a similar argument to Becker’s (1963) third factor that helped explain variation 
in labeling, that the context in which a behavior is committed helps determine whether or not 
labeling occurs. This is because our identities, particularly our racial and ethnic identities, and how 
they are regarded by others very much depend on the social context in which they are positioned.  
Blalock’s original power-threat hypothesis (1967) argued that increased methods of social 
control would be used in areas where racially and ethnically marginalized individuals were seen as a 
threat to various types of power held by whites. While the justice system is often thought of as one 
of the main methods of social control, schools and the education system serve a similar function of 
risk management and punishment for youth (Simon & Feely, 1992; Roque & Snellings, 2018). 
Especially in schools serving low-income students of color, the increased focus on surveillance, 
behavior management, and punishment is eerily similar to the function that of correctional 
institutions (Wacquant, 2001). While several studies have found that minority threat applies to 
school settings, as schools with higher percentages of Black and Latinx students have higher rates of 
exclusionary school discipline (Welch & Payne 2012) and more punitive disciplinary policies 
generally (Welch & Payne, 2010; Welch & Payne, 2018), this study aimed to explore how minority 
threat functions in a school district as diverse (though still highly segregated) as New York City 
where only 15 percent of the entire student body is white students and students of color are the 
majority. Analyses showed that higher percentages of Black and Hispanic/Latinx students were 
related to lower likelihood of suspension, and that it was actually more diverse schools that were 




Blalock (1967) noted that the effect of racial/ethnic composition may vary and that 
“different kinds of persons will not be similarly motivated by the minority percentage variable” (p. 
311). He further argues that at the effect of racial threat will be reduced once a high enough level of 
segregation has been reached. Therefore, it may not be the case that in very diverse localities, where 
there is less social distance between people of different racial/ethnic groups, the percentage of 
minoritized individuals results in greater enforcement and punitiveness. It may be that in New York 
City, where schools are intensely segregated, having more racial/ethnic diversity allows for more 
“othering” by school officials, especially if there is a cultural mismatch between these school officials 
and the students they teach. 
While studies have differed in the ways that they study how the isolation of people of color 
relates to punishment, they have had similar findings. Eitle and Eitle (2004) showed how Black 
students can be disadvantaged in more heterogenous school populations, as racial gaps in 
suspensions were smaller in schools in highly racially segregated school districts. Similarly, using four 
different measures of segregation (i.e. isolation, exposure, dissimilarity, and entropy), Freeman and 
Steidl (2016) found that school segregation was negatively related to disparities in suspensions. In 
criminal justice research, Stolzenberg et al.’s (2004) examination of racial threat and arrest found that 
in areas that had larger Black populations and higher levels of racial segregation, there was lower 
likelihood of arrest.  
Results of this study show two areas in which minority threat should be further explored. 
The first is in how it differs in its effect on various outcomes of punishment. In comparison to the 
application of minority threat theory to the likelihood of various types of punishment, there is much 
less literature that has explored how racial and ethnic composition serves as a risk or protective 
factor for severity of punishment, especially school punishment. However, there is evidence that it 




found that while proportion Black increases the likelihood of incarceration, it is related to shorter 
lengths of incarceration (Britt, 2000; Jordan & Maroun, 2016). This may help explain why 
percentages of Black and Hispanic/Latinx students were relevant to explaining likelihood of 
suspension but less so for explaining severity of suspension. Second, more needs to be explored in 
the context of population homogeneity and heterogeneity, rather than just the proportion of a 
population that a group of students comprises, as Blalock (1967) notes how this effect can and will 
vary and better understanding is needed for how punishment varies in different contexts.  
Additionally, beyond measures of racial and ethnic composition, future studies would benefit 
from including more measures of context to better understand factors related to likelihood and 
severity of suspension. At the school-level, other measures that could be related to a school’s 
propensity to suspend students, such as measures of school crime, number of school safety officers 
assigned to a school, and the presence of a metal detector could be beneficial. Further, school 
measures that may speak more directly to the average classroom experience would also be useful, 
such as average class size and the demographic composition of teachers in a school. 
 
7.3. Implications for Educational Policy and Practice  
 As stated prior, the purpose of this study was to explore 1) who is most affected by 
suspension, and 2) how suspension affects students’ educational development and academic 
outcomes. Therefore, determining the most effective ways to reduce disparities in discipline and 
target factors related to student disengagement and poor academic outcomes goes beyond the scope 
of this study and the questions that the data can answer. While the data used in this study can only 
speak to the disparities that exist in school discipline, outlined below is the emerging research on 
interventions for eliminating inequities in school discipline, many with mixed support. Further, as 




findings are supplemented with a review of the literature on affecting change in attendance, 
achievement, and school punishment. 
 
7.3.1. Eliminating Disparities in Discipline 
Efforts to address educational inequality have a long history in this country, with minimal 
evidence that they have resulted in noticeable improvement. Examples of these efforts can be traced 
back decades to the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) which 
ordered desegregation after determining that segregated schooling was inherently unequal, and 
programs aimed at targeting disparities in educational achievement (e.g. Head Start, Title I Part A) 
that were implemented during President Lyndon Johnson’s “war on poverty” in the 1960s (Guskey, 
2005). However, large-scale efforts to address inequities in school achievement have neglected to 
account for one undoubtable contributor to group differences in achievement: school discipline 
(Morris & Perry, 2016; Pearman et al., 2019). As this study has shown, the use of exclusionary 
school discipline is incompatible with, and detrimental to, the goal of closing gaps in educational 
achievement and attainment. This study confirmed what prior studies have already shown, that 
controlling for a host of individual- and school-level characteristics, students of color, economically 
disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities are more likely to be suspended than their 
counterparts. This study further revealed that the effect of suspension on educational development 
of students in these subgroups is more damaging, which undoubtedly affects their academic 
outcomes. 
Various school districts across the country have implemented strategies in efforts to reduce 
suspensions (Skiba & Rausch, 2006a; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). However, there is a lack 
of evidence to show that implementing race-neutral, universal interventions to reduce suspensions 




New York City where various efforts to reduce suspensions have been implemented over the years, 
the largest declines in suspension rates were experienced by white students (Chauhan et al., 2019). 
As Carter and colleagues (2017) note in relation to racial/ethnic disparities in particular:  
To be effective in truly addressing racial disparities, our conversations about race must be a 
part of a process in which we (a) examine disaggregated data to determine where 
racial/ethnic differences occur, (b) thoroughly discuss the contexts and interactions creating 
those data, (c) craft interventions to erase those disparities, and (d) follow through to ensure 
that we have truly made a difference, by monitoring the disaggregated data to evaluate the 
impact of our actions… Eliminating disciplinary disparities, or for that matter any inequity in 
our educational system, will require an ongoing awareness of how those disparities are 
produced and a steadfast commitment to finally bringing them to an end (p. 225). 
To provide more information around these four steps of addressing disparities, what 
research has shown and what has worked in other school districts is outlined below. 
 
Analyzing Disaggregated Data 
While conversations around bias and the inequities it results in are uncomfortable, 
meaningful progress at eliminating disparities cannot be made without tackling these issues head-on. 
A great place to start is to examine the data in order to determine where these disparities are 
occurring. Exploring disaggregated data can answer questions such as: Which schools have the 
largest disparities in disciplinary practices? For which behaviors are students of color, economically 
disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities disproportionately suspended? This can help 
school districts determine where their interventions should be most targeted. For example, in 2011, 
the Los Angeles Unified School District completely banned suspensions for willful defiance, a 




over half of the suspensions in the school district and disproportionately affected students of color 
(Hashim et al., 2018; Jones, 2019). Since the ban on this specific type of suspension, the school 
district has cut suspensions by 75% and narrowed racial/ethnic disparities (Jones, 2019). Other 
school districts could benefit from exploring their suspension data, especially for subjective 
behaviors, as students of color have been shown to be disproportionately represented in these 
categories (Annamma et al., 2019; Skiba et al., 2002). Although this is not enough to completely 
eliminate disparities in suspensions, as there is still a racial and disability gap in suspensions in the 
Los Angeles school district (Hashim et al., 2018), this is a good place for school districts to start and 
supplement with further measures. 
 
Examining Contexts Surrounding Disparities 
Examining the contexts and interactions in which disparities in suspension occur involves 
examining how harmful biases and stereotypes can affect classroom settings and management 
techniques, to disproportionately affect students of color, students from low-income households, 
and students with disabilities. In Gregory and colleagues’ (2017) framework for increasing equity in 
schools, several methods for prevention of unequal treatment are focused on creating better 
classroom environments: creating supportive relationships between students and teachers, creating 
inclusive classroom environments, and using a non-punitive approach towards correcting student 
behavior. This is because disparities will not be solved solely by implementing high-level discipline 
policies, rather, they will be solved by improving classroom environments. Scholars have long 
argued that the education system is reflective of and serves to reproduce class structure, and 
therefore marginalizes students who are not part of the dominant class (e.g. Bourdieu & Passeron, 
1977; Bowles & Gintis, 1976). Therefore, efforts to diversify the teaching force and train teachers on 




In terms of diversifying the teaching force, research has shown how being assigned to a 
classroom with a teacher of one’s own background has positive effects on students in terms of 
discipline, achievement, and attendance. The most consistent finding is around the rating of 
externalized problem behaviors: Black and Hispanic/Latinx students’ externalized behaviors are 
rated less negatively when matched with a teacher of their own race/ethnicity (Bates & Glick., 2013; 
Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Garcia, 2015; Wright et al., 2017). Teacher ratings of students’ problem 
behaviors undoubtedly affects experiences with discipline. While the handful of studies on the effect 
of student-teacher racial/ethnic matching on student discipline have been mixed in their findings 
(see Jordan & Anil, 2009; Kinsler, 2011 for no support), Lindsay and Hart’s (2017) study accounted 
for the limitations of prior studies in terms of their very large sample (i.e. all students attending 
public elementary, middle, and high schools in North Carolina), several years of data, and stronger 
methodological techniques used. Their study showed that Black students are most protected against 
suspensions, especially subjective suspensions, when taught by Black teachers. A separate study by 
Holt and Gershenson (2019) showed that students with teachers of a different racial/ethnic 
background than themselves receive about 20 percent more suspensions, a finding mainly driven by 
the experiences of non-white boys in classrooms taught by white teachers.  
Beyond discipline, studies have also shown that being taught by someone of the same 
racial/ethnic background is related to lower likelihoods of student chronic absenteeism (Holt & 
Gershenson, 2019) and higher levels of student academic achievement (Dee, 2004; Egalite et al., 
2015), though there is evidence that the positive effect of having a teacher of the same 
race/ethnicity may only benefit students of color without disabilities (Gottfried et al., 2019). 
Students have also been shown to have more favorable attitudes towards school and higher 




Kisida, 2018). Notably, one study found no positive effect of having a teacher of the same 
race/ethnicity on first grade achievement (Jennings & DiPrete, 2010). 
  Despite the fact that research has shown the benefits of being taught by a teacher of the 
same race/ethnicity, the teaching force in the United States and in New York City specifically, is not 
representative of the student body that it serves. Although this cohort was about 70% Black or 
Hispanic/Latinx students, less than 35% of teachers in New York City public schools during this 
same school year were Black or Hispanic/Latinx. Conversely, about 60% of teachers in New York 
City public schools were white (New York City Independent Budget Office, 2014). In a school 
district as diverse as New York City, students should feel encouraged and supported to someday 
teach in their own communities, and positively influence future generations of students. One 
initiative that reflects this mission is NYC Men Teach, which recruits men of color to teach in New 
York City schools, and provides them with support throughout their careers such as mentorship and 
professional development (NYC Young Men’s Initiative, n.d.). More initiatives such as this one, 
which encourage and incentivize young people who are already growing up in New York City to 
eventually teach in this City would be beneficial. 
In addition to diversifying the teaching workforce, it would also be beneficial to train 
teachers on how to make their classrooms more inclusive to prevent unequal treatment of students. 
Efforts to build and strengthen positive relationships between students and their teachers is a 
necessary component of this.  One way to strengthen relationships between teachers and the 
students they teach is to incorporate culturally relevant and responsive education, in which teachers 
actively engage in topics of racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual identity in the classroom (Bryan-
Gooden & Hester, 2018; Gregory et al., 2017). While the majority of teachers surveyed in New York 
City agreed that issues of racial/ethnic identity are relevant to students’ educational experiences and 




ethnicity, less than one-third reported that they have received training on how to do so (Bryan-
Gooden & Hester, 2018). As teachers incorporate learning experiences reflective of students’ 
backgrounds and begin to foster a classroom environment that is both understanding of and 
compassionate towards the issues these students face, this could help them alter their classroom 
management strategies that serve to punish these students (Gregory et al., 2017). 
Another initiative aimed at creating more inclusive classroom environments and reducing 
disparities in school discipline is implicit bias training, which is currently underway in the New York 
City public school system and mandated for New York City Department of Education employees 
(Veiga, 2018). Scholars have noted the vital importance of educators understanding what implicit 
bias is, how this country’s history has served to shape racial stereotypes, and how implicit bias and 
stereotypes manifest to negatively affect students (Carter et al., 2017; Skiba et al., 2016). However, 
while there is a large body of research exploring the effectiveness of implicit bias training, there is a 
general lack of research on this topic within school settings. One meta-analysis which included over 
400 studies on the effectiveness of implicit bias interventions found that while these trainings 
resulted in changes in implicit measures, they resulted in minimal changes in behavior (Forscher et 
al., 2019). It is possible that this is due to the fact that the vast majority (97%) of studies included in 
this meta-analysis measured the effectiveness of a single session, and it likely takes much longer to 
change unconscious attitudes and beliefs. As noted by scholars on race and inequality in schools, 
meaningful change takes time and ongoing efforts and commitment to changing the structures that 
result in unequal treatment of students (Carter et al., 2017). Future research should prioritize 
determining the effectiveness of interventions aimed at reducing implicit bias in educators, 
particularly interventions that are more prolonged than one session. This can help school districts 
decide if these interventions are driving change or if they should be replaced with different 




Crafting Conscious Interventions 
As efforts are made to improve the classroom culture that may be resulting in disparities in 
suspension, school-wide targeted interventions should also be introduced. If school districts are 
asking teachers to no longer use a tool that they have relied on for managing their classroom, this 
needs to be replaced with other tools that they can use instead of referring students to the office. 
While the research on various interventions is still emerging, a few of the promising interventions on 
reducing disparities also focus on relationship building to create a more inclusive space for all 
students to learn. One example of this type of program is My Teaching Partner, which provides 
teachers with mentorship and personalized coaching focused on improving teacher-student 
interactions and making their classrooms better suited for addressing students’ social and emotional 
needs in addition to their academic needs. Teachers’ lessons are recorded and used by the coach as 
opportunities to teach skills that target areas needing improvement. Though research on its 
effectiveness is limited, results of a randomized control trial in a handful of Virginia middle and high 
schools found that teachers who were in the intervention group and received the coaching not only 
utilized discipline referrals at a lower rate than teachers in the control group, but also had virtually 
eliminated racial disparities in their discipline referrals, in comparison to the control group where 
disparities in discipline remained (Gregory et al., 2016). 
 Another promising intervention is the use of restorative justice in schools, an initiative that 
was first implemented in five New York City schools in the 2014-2015 school year (Brooklyn 
Community Foundation, n.d.). Restorative justice is a method of addressing conflict in a way that is 
focused on holding individuals accountable for their actions without being punitive. Instead, the 
focus is around building positive relationships, and when harm is done, repairing harm and 
rebuilding relationships between the individual(s) who committed the harmful act and those affected 




punitive methods of accountability such as exclusionary school discipline, sanctions used in 
restorative justice include public apologies, behavioral agreements, community service, and 
restitution (Gonzáles, 2012; Stinchcomb et al., 2006). In June of 2019, it was announced that 
trainings on restorative justice practices would be expanded from the five schools in the pilot 
program to all New York City middle and high schools (New York City Office of the Mayor, 2019). 
In addition to reducing the overall number of suspensions, the emerging research on 
restorative justice practices has also shown its effectiveness in reducing disparities in suspensions 
across multiple sites (e.g. Pittsburgh, Denver) (Augustine et al., 2018; Gonzáles, 2015). A 
randomized control trial study is currently underway to study the effectiveness of restorative justice 
at improving school climate and reducing disparities in the five New York City high schools 
included in the pilot program (Center for Court Innovation, n.d.). While there is growing evidence 
of success in reducing disparities in discipline, it has been shown that schools with larger percentages 
Black, Hispanic/Latinx, and low-income students are significantly less likely to use restorative 
approaches (Payne & Welch, 2018), even though these schools have been shown to have larger gaps 
in suspension rates (Gregory et al., 2011).  
In New York City, the five schools chosen for the pilot program targeted schools in 
Brooklyn that had high suspension rates and served primarily students of color (Center for Court 
Innovation, n.d.) Similarly, in the case of the Los Angeles Unified School District, a few years after 
they announced the ban on willful defiance suspensions, they supplemented this with restorative 
justice practices. When determining training schedules for all schools in the district, they prioritized 
schools that had a history of high suspension rates, high percentages of Black students and special 
education students, and an overrepresentation of Black students in school suspension, which helped 




examining data can help school districts to determine which interventions to take, and how to 
prioritize their implementation to best serve students at highest risk of suspension. 
Another popular intervention that has been used to reduce reliance on exclusionary school 
discipline is School-wide Positive Behavioral Intervention & Supports (SWPBIS). This intervention 
involves defining and teaching the positive behavior that is expected of students, and assigning 
rewards to students who conform to those expectations while assigning consequences matched to 
the severity of the problem behavior to students who do not (Skiba et al., 2016). However, studies 
have shown that while the implementation of SWPBIS has led to reductions in the use of 
suspensions (Gage et al., 2018), it has not led to consistent reductions in disparities school discipline. 
Skiba and colleagues’ (2011) analysis of a sample of SWPBIS schools showed that Black and 
Hispanic/Latinx students were more likely to be suspended and expelled than white students, even 
when accounting for the seriousness of the infraction. Similarly, Vincent and colleagues (2010) 
showed that reductions in exclusions associated with SWPBIS mainly benefitted white students, as 
Black students remained disproportionately represented in both exclusions and long-term exclusions 
(e.g. 10 or more days).  
For interventions that have been shown to reduce suspensions but not disparities, several 
scholars underscore the important of using culturally conscious approaches to their implementation 
(see Carter et al., 2017; Gregory et al., 2017). Trying to affect disparities in suspensions by being 
neutral to the identities of students that put them at a disproportionate risk of being suspended is 
likely to be ineffective. Rather, schools should be intentional in the harms they are trying to repair. 
Therefore, this does not mean that interventions that have had success in reducing discipline, but 






Revisiting Data to Monitor Progress 
Finally, to the last point noted by Carter and colleagues (2017), it is vital that data is revisited 
frequently in order to determine if steps being taken to eliminate disparities are working, and that 
this data is tracked over an extended period of time to determine effectiveness. Meaningful change 
does not happen overnight, especially as the process of getting those tasked with school discipline to 
buy-in to the importance of achieving reform and the methods that should be used to do so takes 
time (Skiba et al., 2016). Because research on “what works” in this area is still developing, research 
aimed at determining the effectiveness of innovative strategies that center equity should be 
prioritized, to determine if these strategies are having the intended effect or if they should be 
supplemented or replaced with a more effective intervention.  
 
7.3.2. Keeping Students Engaged in School to Improve Student Outcomes 
 This study revealed that while the majority of students exhibited decent engagement 
throughout middle and high school, about 25% of students showed drastic decreases in engagement 
throughout their schooling. These are the students who need the most attention if aiming to 
improve academic outcomes for students, as prior work has shown that students classified into 
trajectories showing unstable school engagement are at higher risk of high school dropout (Janosz et 
al., 2008). While this study showed that certain subgroups of students are at a higher risk of 
following poorer trajectories of school engagement based on demographics and other stable traits, it 
also revealed how strongly prior indicators of engagement, achievement, and discipline are in 
predicting young people’s educational trajectories. Therefore, there are several areas in which efforts 
can be targeted to promote student engagement and improve student outcomes. Literature on 






It is much less likely that students will be engaged in learning if they are not regularly 
attending school. Being chronically absent in the 5th grade predicted multiple suspension experiences 
in 6th grade, and further, these students were also 5 times more likely to follow the late onset 
disengagement trajectory, and over 12 times more likely to follow the chronic disengagement 
trajectory. Schools and school districts across the country have struggled with chronically absent 
students and as a result, implemented several ways of addressing chronic absenteeism. In an attempt 
to increase student attendance, mentoring and incentives have been used, though studies on both 
these interventions have shown mixed results. Many school districts also use early warning systems, 
which use student data on attendance, grades, and discipline to determine when a student requires 
intervention, at which point teachers, administrators, and parents work to come up with a plan to 
help the student. Early warning systems have shown promising results relating to decreasing chronic 
absenteeism as well as improving academic outcomes. Further, other schools have implemented 
home visits and the mailing of notifications to inform parents of students’ absences and encourage 
future attendance, both of which have been shown to reduce absences (Lara et al., 2018).  
While parents are responsible for getting their children to school, reducing this issue to being 
related to poor parenting practices is an overly simplistic take on the complexity of issues that many 
parents face. Though the rates of chronic absenteeism in New York City have decreased over time, 
there are still large disparities seen by race/ethnicity and poverty-level. Black and Hispanic/Latinx 
students have a rate of chronic absenteeism twice that of white students (30.3 and 27.6 versus 14.2). 
Further the rate in high poverty-level neighborhoods is twice as high as low and moderate poverty-
level neighborhoods (29.4 versus 15.2) (Farley et al., 2019). One study that followed a cohort of 
students for over five years found that 12 percent of students in New York City experienced 




those who experienced homelessness. Of these students who experienced homelessness, over 80 
percent were chronically absent for at least one year of the study and they also had higher rates of 
school mobility (Hill & Mirakhur, 2019).  
While homelessness is one of the more serious examples of ways in which family hardships 
can shape students’ educational experiences, research has also shown that children of single parent 
households, children in large families (i.e. 4 or more children), and children with a parent in poor 
health are also more likely to be chronically absent (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2008). 
This may indicate that while school is a priority for kids, obligations to provide family support can 
hinder efforts to attend school. As the complexity of issues that families face cannot be addressed by 
the Department of Education alone, connecting families to social service agencies and community-




 The results of this study also showed how strongly indicators of academic achievement 
guarded against both discipline and disengagement, making it an area worthy of targeting for 
improvement. It is not possible to discuss how to improve academic achievement in schools without 
discussing the variability in the quality of education that students have available to them depending 
on which school within a district they attend. This is especially true when examining schools in 
terms of racial/ethnic and income segregation, and the resource imbalance that results in schools. In 
2010, a report on segregation in New York schools showed that 85% of Black students and 75% of 
Latinx students in New York City attended intensely segregated schools (i.e. 90-100% of the 




of low-income students, showing how intertwined racial/ethnic and income segregation are in New 
York City (Kucsera & Orfield, 2014).  
The effects on student outcomes are palpable – in New York City, students in the most 
highly segregated schools were outperformed in math and ELA standardized tests by students in the 
most diverse schools, and were less likely to graduate on time. Further, the students who seemed to 
perform the best in the most segregated schools were white students, Asian students, and 
economically advantaged students, very likely a result of the concentrations of resources and 
opportunities they benefit from as a result of segregated schooling (Kirkland & Sanzone, 2017). 
While New York City is an especially serious case of school segregation, this is the case in many 
large urban centers and should be a point of great concern as research has shown that highly 
segregated schools are disadvantaged in many ways that directly impact students’ academic 
achievement. 
In their 2017 report on segregation in New York City schools, Kirkland & Sanzone stated, 
“the opposite of segregation is not integration, the opposite of segregation is access” (p. 33). While 
access includes access to students of different backgrounds to learn from, it also means ensuring the 
opportunities available to students in all schools are equitable. At its most basic sense, this means 
that students in all schools have equal opportunities with respect to curriculum and extracurricular 
activities. However, the widespread use of screening in New York City precludes this by creating a 
more segregated school system than the one that would already exist solely based on segregated 
housing. Before even entering kindergarten, children are able to take tests for admission into gifted 
and talented elementary school programs (Fruchter, 2019). Further, students in middle and high 
school apply to their schools of choice, many of which are screened schools that consider a 
combination of the following factors when determining admission: test scores, grades, attendance, 




2019). In the most exclusive of high schools, known as specialized high schools, a separate exam and 
admissions process is used than in the rest of New York City public schools (Corcoran, 2018). This 
highly competitive education system that funnels certain students through high tracks and ensures 
their success has serious implications for the students left behind, as Black and Latinx students and 
low-income students are less likely to leave their zoned school for a school with a gifted and talented 
program, screened middle schools and high schools, and specialized high schools (Hemphill et al., 
2019; Mader et al., 2018). 
In New York, the curriculum in schools attended by mostly Black and Hispanic/Latinx 
students is very different from their counterparts. This inequity in access to curriculum that 
underserved students of color often face is the result of two factors. The first is that, unlike in most 
other states, Black and Hispanic/Latinx students often attend schools where advanced programs 
and courses (i.e. gifted and talented programs, 8th grade algebra, and AP courses) do not exist. The 
second is that when these students do attend schools with these advanced programs and courses, 
they are often not fairly represented in the number of students enrolled. (Patrick et al., 2020; The 
Education Trust, 2020; The New York Equity Coalition, 2018). This goes against evidence that 
shows that shows these students do well in these classes when given the chance to participate (Card 
& Giuliano, 2016; Patrick et al., 2020). Further, this has implications for their future opportunities as 
well, as student participation in advanced curriculum influences teachers’ perceptions of their 
abilities and therefore increases the likelihood that they will see them as capable of handling future 
challenging educational endeavors (Patrick et al., 2020).   
Once a student is placed in a track, whether it is higher or lower, it is likely that a student will 
stay on that track, causing differences in achievement levels to grow over time. Given the research 
on the way gifted and talented programs and screened schools further segregate students by race and 




taken on whether the benefits of having them in place for the select students they serve outweigh 
the costs for the students that are left behind – the same students that research has repeatedly 
shown are underserved in schools. Recent recommendations to the Mayor have suggested removing 
gifted and talented programs and screened schools in New York City altogether and replacing them 
with more equitable alternatives for all students (School Diversity Advisory Group, 2019). This may 
help boost overall student achievement in schools, as there is evidence that teaching all students 
together elevates the performance of all students, especially the performance of those who would 
have been left behind (Garrity, 2004). Providing equitable, challenging courses to all students that 
focus on building skills needed to achieve in more advanced classes (e.g. critical thinking skills, 
problem-solving skills) ensures that no one is left behind, and everyone gets a fair chance at both 
taking and succeeding in advanced and college-prep courses in high school. 
As for college-prep courses, the AP for All initiative within New York City’s “Equity and 
Excellence for All” agenda is working to expand access to AP courses to all high schools in the city. 
While this is important for diversifying representation in these courses, it is also important that 
efforts be made to address the biases that exist with identifying who is capable of advanced 
curriculum. Understandably, as schools that have historically lacked any AP course offerings try to 
increase their capacity, limited seating in these classes will be an issue. Because research has shown 
the ways in which teachers are less likely to view Black students and low-income students as capable 
of more challenging coursework even when holding test scores constant (Grissom & Redding, 
2016), universal screening could be used to promote equity in determinations of which students are 
best prepared to take advanced courses. For example, in Florida, they began offering free PSAT 
exams to all sophomores to help identify students who would do well in advanced courses (Patrick 
et al., 2020). It may also be beneficial to students to use multiple measures to determine their 




least one AP course is available in each school, the goal for every school system should be to get to a 
place where students who want to access this curriculum are able to in all schools. Studies have 
shown that automatic enrollment, where all students who are meeting grade-level standards are 
automatically placed in advanced courses, and open enrollment, which provides the opportunity to 
take an advanced course to any student that wants to, both increase representation of underserved 
students in these courses and their success rates in them (Griffin & Dixon, 2017; Patrick et al., 
2020), making them more prepared for college when they graduate. 
 This is by no means an exhaustive list of ways in which certain schools serving primarily 
students of color and low-income students are disadvantaged that can be focused on to improve 
academic achievement. These schools are also less likely to offer extracurriculars, such as sports 
teams (New York Lawyers for Public Interest, 2018) and music courses (The New York Equity 
Coalition, 2018). Because creating more equitable schooling in such a segregated landscape is a large 
issue to tackle with limited research to guide best practices, future research would benefit from 
incorporating participatory action research methods, in which those most affected by the research 
(in this case, students and educators in low-access schools) contribute to the evaluation and inform 
changes that are made as a result of the evaluation (Baum et al., 2006).  
 While these are all steps that school systems can take to address disparities in academic 
achievement, this issue extends beyond school walls. Students from low-income families have less 
access to resources that can aid in academic achievement like books and computers, and are less 
likely to participate in extracurricular activities and go on educational outings (Bracey, 2006; Evans, 
2004). There are also various environmental stressors that students from impoverished families are 
exposed to. They have higher exposure to toxins and pollution that negatively affect physical health 
They are also more likely to live in poor and/or crowded housing conditions, experience family 




(Sharkey et al., 2014) and aggressive policing (Legewie & Fagan, 2019) have been shown to 
negatively affect test scores, particularly for Black students. Undoubtedly, all these chronic stressors 
serve to impede academic achievement in the effect they have on students’ cognition, memory, and 
attention (Erickson et al., 2003; Evans et al., 2009; Lupien et al., 2001; Lupien et al., 2007).  
Because these factors go beyond the scope of what any school can tackle on its own, this 
underscores the importance of schools connecting families to community-based organizations that 
can help ameliorate some of the stressors these students face. These organizations and the services 
they offer can range across various aspects of youth development, from academics to recreation to 
vocational skills. Studies that have involved interviews of academically resilient students of color and 
students from low-income households have shown that access to community-based organizations 
aid in student success through the way they connect youth to other caring adults, provide a safe 
space conducive to learning, and provide learning opportunities outside of traditional schooling 
(Williams et al., 2017; Williams & Bryan, 2013; Williams & Portman, 2014). 
 
Suspension and Punishment 
Lastly, students who were suspended in 6th grade were over 5 times more likely to experience 
late onset disengagement, and almost 10 times more likely to experience chronic disengagement than 
students who had not been suspended in the 6th grade. Beyond how suspension can cause students 
to disengage, it can also potentially cause previously engaged parents to disengage from their child’s 
schooling if they view the suspension itself (e.g. a suspension for a minor behavior, an overly long 
suspension) or the process of suspension (e.g. the investigation, conference/hearing) as being unfair. 
Keeping kids engaged in school requires assessing the need for/use of exclusionary discipline, as 





At the most basic level, school districts should be able to pinpoint what purpose school 
discipline is meant to serve, in order to determine where it is not compatible with promoting school 
achievement. If the point of exclusionary school discipline is only to ensure school safety, then 
school districts should revisit the behaviors that can warrant school exclusion for students, because 
many of them are not dangerous. About 30 percent of the suspension incidents in this sample were 
for disorderly (Level 2) or disruptive (Level 3) behaviors. Of the remaining 70 percent, over half 
were for “altercation and/or physically aggressive behavior,” meaning non-serious arguments or 
fights. While students should be held accountable for fighting, suspending students seems 
counterintuitive to solving the problem as it does not deal with the root issue that led to the 
altercation in the first place. As restorative justice trainings are beginning to take place across all 
New York City middle and high schools, these non-serious arguments or fights could potentially be 
better addressed with non-punitive, restorative justice practices that focus on repairing harm and 
building relationships, such as responsive circles (Augustine et al., 2018; Gonzáles, 2012; 
Stinchcomb et al., 2006).  
While scaling down instances where suspension can be used is a start, there is always the 
possibility that schools will not comply or that these schools will continue to suspend these students 
for the same behaviors, only under a different behavioral category that has not been banned 
(Steinberg & Lacoe, 2018). This shows that a ban may be less likely to bring about meaningful 
change unless: 1) there is buy-in from those tasked with dealing with student behavior on why 
reforming school discipline is necessary, and 2) they are given strategies of dealing with student 
behavior so that they are not relying on office referrals that so often lead to school exclusion. As 
mentioned in the prior section, a good way to cut down on referrals to the office that tend to lead to 
exclusionary discipline is to implement strategies that focus on building relationships between 




practices, teacher coaching, etc.). In fact, all interventions that aim to make classrooms and schools 
more equitable in terms of school discipline would likely have positive effects on student 
engagement. However, these should be supplemented by giving teachers strategies on how to 
address problem behavior when it occurs. For example, when educators respond to what they 
perceive to be problem behavior, this often happens in the heat of the moment, which can result in 
an overly severe response to student behavior when a teacher is frustrated. Additionally, there is 
variability in how different teachers within the same school may choose to respond to a certain 
behavior. The use of structured decision-making guides on how to address student behavior, similar 
to what many school districts have in place for administrators in terms of a discipline codes, may be 
beneficial to address issues of variability both within- and between-classrooms.  
Restorative justice practices incorporate a structured process in which restorative questions 
are asked during responsive circles and restorative conferences (Augustine et al., 2018; Gonzáles, 
2012; Stinchcomb et al., 2006). However, teachers can also be tasked to collaborate on creating their 
own response grid, as was done in the Oakland Unified School District, in order to come up with a 
standardized way of dealing with varying levels of seriousness and frequency of student behavior. 
Trusting teachers enough to weigh in and learn from each other’s experiences while encouraging 
them to move away from more punitive responses to student behavior that can result in school 
exclusion (i.e. referring them to the office) can have positive effects on buy-in and may increase the 
likelihood that teachers implement reforms with fidelity (Skiba et al., 2016).  
At the school-level, it’s important to be cognizant of the environment in which students are 
expected to learn and how this might affect their engagement. This environment can have a 
stigmatizing effect on how they view themselves and their schoolmates, and how school officials 
view them as well. One important aspect of this is metal detectors. While the NYPD has been 




in 2015, WNYC conducted a study where data was collected by calling high schools across the city 
and asking about the presence of metal detectors. After studying the composition of schools with 
metal detectors, they found that Black and Hispanic/Latinx students were more than twice as likely 
to attend a school with a metal detector than Asian and white students, with the highest 
concentration of students attending a school with a metal detector being in the Bronx (WNYC, 
2015a; WNYC 2015b).  
Metal detectors are expensive in terms of buying the metal detectors needed for each school, 
paying for the upkeep of these metal detectors, and paying for the personnel to operate these 
machines (Schildkraut & Grogan, 2019). While there is a general lack of studies on the effectiveness 
of metal detectors in schools at identifying possible weapons, Schildkraut and Grogan (2019) point 
to how even more advanced screening tools used in airports have shown very high rates of failure 
when it comes to identifying weapons. This calls into question whether the effectiveness of this 
method of security is worth the possible harms it inflicts on students that are exposed to it. If 
students are subject to metal detectors each time they enter school, it is likely that these students will 
perceive school as an unsafe environment (Gastic, 2011; Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013), which 
could negatively affect the average levels of student engagement and achievement in these schools 
(Ripski & Gregory, 2009). Further, if teachers feel that they are teaching in an unsafe environment, 
they may be more likely to have punitive responses towards student behavior.  
Another security measure that can cause a school environment to feel unwelcoming for 
students is the presence of police in schools. There are currently about 5,100 police officers across 
New York City schools (Zimmerman, 2020), a number that has increased by about 60 percent since 
1998 when NYPD was first tasked to take over school safety and exceeds the size of police forces in 
many major cities (Mukherjee & Karpatkin, 2007). Although safety is to be prioritized in schools, it 




evidence that the presence of police officers in schools has any discernible effect on school safety 
(Kupchik, 2019; Na & Gottfredson, 2013; Stern & Petrosino, 2018), there is evidence that it may 
increase the use of exclusionary discipline methods (Fisher & Hennessey, 2016). Meanwhile, 
although health and mental health staff are often the first people to see students who are 
experiencing stress or trauma, who may act out, and who could potentially hurt themselves or 
someone else, they are often lacking in schools. The ACLU has reported that across the country, 
there are 14 million students attending a school that has police presence, but does not have 
counselors, nurses, psychologists, or social workers (Whitaker et al., 2019). Expecting police officers 
to handle these issues and assume job roles they were not trained to do, at best, fails students. At 
worst, it could lead to unnecessary punishment and/or involvement with the justice system, as 
student arrest rates are 3.5 times higher in schools with police presence than in schools without 
(Whitaker et al., 2019).  
 
A Note on Funding and Achieving Equity 
As was just discussed, there are many areas that can be improved in order to achieve a more 
equitable school system and promote student engagement, however, the only way in which equity is 
possible is through school funding. An analysis by The Education Trust – New York (2019) found 
that for every $100 per student invested in lowest need schools, only $15 more were budgeted for 
highest need elementary and middle schools and $22 more for highest need high schools. Equal 
funding and funding based on equity are two different things – schools with certain populations 
need more money to educate them, as it takes more resources to educate English-language learner 
students, students living in poverty, and students with a disability (Marcou-O’Malley, 2018). This is 
only further exacerbated by the fact that these schools are currently trying to build capacity for more 




schools have historically had. Simply put, the current amount of extra funding budgeted for the 
highest need schools is not enough to advance missions surrounding equitable learning outcomes. 
Beyond funding allocated by the City, there are other ways in which schools can increase 
funding – primarily through Parent-Teacher Organizations (PTAs). In New York City, publicly 
available PTA financial data revealed that while about half of schools who reported their data raised 
less than $10 per student, many of which reported raising no money at all, about 2 percent of 
schools raised over $1,000 per student. The majority of these schools that raised the most money 
had much higher percentages of white students and much lower percentages of economically 
disadvantaged students than the city average (New York City Department of Education, 2019). If 
the purpose of providing extra funding to low-resourced schools is to help “even the playing field” 
and ensure equal opportunities, PTA funding simply moves the bar even further from reach for 
schools that have been left to play catch up, and are still scrambling to provide the same 
opportunities as these highly resourced schools. While requiring this data to be collected and 
publicly reporting it are steps in the right direction, there are also progressive policies that can be 
enacted to help ensure that a portion of these donations are allocated to under-resourced schools 
and can help create a more equitable school system for all students (Brown et al., 2017). 
 
7.4. Limitations of Study  
As with any study, this one is not without limitations. One of these limitations is the fact that 
the data used in this study is administrative data, and therefore limited to measures captured in the 
New York City Department of Education data. This has several implications for the present 
research. First, this study only captures the experiences of students on markers of identity captured 
in the data. While LGBTQ youth have also been shown to be disproportionately affected by 




development were unable to be explored in this study. Native American students are also 
overrepresented in school discipline (e.g. Cruz et al., 2018; Krezmien et al., 2006), though they were 
unable to have their experiences explored due to accounting for such a small proportion of the 
sample of students in this cohort. Future studies that have data that can explore the experiences for 
other groups overrepresented in school discipline would be beneficial. 
 Further, being limited to administrative data means that there are other factors that could 
help to explain variation in suspension, educational trajectories taken, and academic outcomes that 
are not measured in this study. While this study was able to determine significant predictors of 
discipline, development, and outcomes in education, the pseudo R² for these analyses was fairly low. 
It is likely that a larger proportion of variation in these outcomes could have been explained if other 
factors (e.g. mental health, prior trauma, family characteristics, housing) had been included. Perhaps 
most relevant to this study and others that rely on administrative data to predict school discipline 
and outcomes is the lack of data on students’ prior problem behavior, temperament, and attitudes. 
While efforts were made to account for student differences (i.e., removing those suspended prior to 
6th grade, controlling for prior levels of performance/achievement) and prior work has shown that 
suspension has its own unique effect on student outcomes when controlling for these factors 
(Hemphill et al., 2006; Hemphill et al., 2009; Rosenbaum, 2020), this is nevertheless still a 
shortcoming of this study.  
Additionally, variables relating to other, less serious interventions (e.g. detention) and more 
serious enforcement-related disciplinary actions (e.g. school arrests) are also not included in the data. 
Because only one aspect of school discipline is explored, this study is unable to paint a full picture of 
the way in which those who are overrepresented in school discipline are affected by various types of 
punishment, and the effect that different types of punishment have on future development. While 




for longer periods of time than white students, it is also possible that student characteristics and 
behaviors may interact to predict various punishment outcomes. Future studies that include data on 
the myriad of possible responses to student behavior can explore better how student characteristics 
such as race/ethnicity or disability status may interact with behavior to predict punishment. This can 
also be explored within the study of severity of suspensions, as future work can examine how 
student characteristics interact with behavior to determine how long students are suspended for. 
Relatedly, this study also does not differentiate between principal and superintendent 
suspension. In the section exploring multiple measures of suspension, length of suspension was 
explored instead of type of suspension (i.e. principal versus superintendent). This was done to 
provide more information, as only one day differentiates between principal suspensions (up to 5 
days) and superintendent suspensions (6 to 365 days) and there is a large amount of variability in the 
length of superintendent suspensions. In the sections exploring the effect of suspension on 
trajectories and outcomes, this was done to keep uniformity across analyses, as the suspension 
trajectory also accounted for all future suspensions and did not differentiate between type of 
suspension. This study provided a starting point that hopefully future research will build off of, and 
better pinpoint how student-and school-level characteristics predict type of suspension received, and 
how types of suspension differ in their effect on students’ development going forward.  
Further, while the school-to-prison pipeline is a topic of high interest in both fields of 
education and criminal justice, this data also could not be linked to justice system data to explore 
how school experiences, development, and outcomes relate to justice system outcomes. While the 
findings of this study can be used to form hypotheses of how suspensions and future development 
relate to justice-system outcomes, the data used in this study cannot answer these research questions 
related to the school-to-prison pipeline. Despite the shortcomings of using administrative data, this 




research questions posed in this dissertation because of the fact that students can be tracked over 
time and data on various measures is reported for every year of schooling, which is beneficial for 
being able to close the gap of time elapsed between when a student is suspended and when 
educational trajectories begin to be measured. 
 Another limitation to this dissertation is that the study begins tracking the cohort of students 
in the 6th grade, and removes from the sample any student that was suspended prior to this point. 
Simply put, although students can experience their first suspension at any time throughout their 
schooling, there needed to be a chosen age from which this study would measure first suspension in 
order to then be able to test the effect of being suspended on future educational trajectories. 
However, one interesting finding that came from removing students who were suspended prior to 
6th grade showed that only one-third of those students went on to be suspended in 6th grade. While it 
was outside the scope of this study to explore what happened to the two-thirds of students who 
were not re-suspended in the 6th grade, a few hypotheses can be generated to explain this finding. It 
is possible that for some students, the transition from elementary to middle school came with 
somewhat of a “clean slate” where the reputation these students had in elementary school with 
regards to their behavior did not follow them when they began middle school, though they may have 
been suspended later in middle school. However, it is also possible that some students are resilient 
to suspension or are deterred from being suspended again in the future. For example, Pesta (2018) 
found that while school exclusion was not related to future delinquency for Black or 
Hispanic/Latinx students, it decreased future delinquency for white students. While the present 
study did not reveal a trajectory that would speak to this, future work that explores concepts such as 





While 6th grade may seem like an arbitrary year to choose as when to start this study, several 
considerations went into choosing to focus on 6th grade students. First, in New York City public 
schools, elementary school students (K-5) have a different discipline code than middle and high 
school students (6-12) (New York City Department of Education, 2009).  While serious infractions, 
those categorized as dangerous or violent, are subject to either suspension or expulsion for 6th-12th 
graders, there is the option of addressing this same behavior with a parent teacher conference or in-
school discipline for K-5th graders. Because of this, suspensions in elementary are less common 
than in middle school. Therefore, choosing 6th grade ensured that a sufficient proportion of the 
sample would be experiencing their first suspension, and that as few students as possible would be 
removed from the sample for having been suspended prior to this time. Further, this allowed for a 
sufficiently long enough follow-up time to model educational trajectories (7th through 12th grade). 
Finally, by beginning the study in middle school, this ensured more standardization of data across 
years, particularly as there is one discipline code for 6th-12th grade students and grades are, for the 
most part, graded on an A-F scale. While a subset of the sample was lost by removing students 
suspended prior to 6th grade, this enabled this study to 1) use a sample of students that is comparable 
in terms of lacking serious prior disciplinary issues in school, and 2) better disentangle the direct 
effect of being suspended on educational development during the years immediately following first 
suspension. 
 Further, because this study aimed to paint a comprehensive picture of suspension by 
examining predictors of suspension and the effects that suspension has, this required being able to 
track students from the start of middle school through graduation. In doing so, this resulted in two 
additional limitations. The first is that school-level characteristics were only able to be explored in 
the analyses predicting 6th grade suspension experiences. This was because of the difficulty in 




students transition to different schools. Second, exploring the effect of suspension on educational 
development required selecting a cohort of students that entered middle school over a decade ago, 
and running analyses determining predictors of suspension from that time period, when suspensions 
in New York City were substantially higher than they are today. While it is possible that what 
predicted suspension 10 years ago no longer is the case today, one of the unfortunate truths about 
disparities in punishment is that even when punishment decreases, disparities often remain (Carter et 
al., 2017). However, in order to compare findings regarding factors related to suspension a decade 
ago to now, the same predictive model was run for a more recent cohort of students and included in 
Appendix 2. A comparison of these results showed Black students, economically disadvantaged 
students, and students with disabilities are still at an increased risk of being suspended, though 
differences between Hispanic/Latinx students and white students no longer appear to be notably 
different. 
 Finally, as noted throughout this dissertation, the study site of the New York City public 
school system is highly unique. This warrants several considerations about the generalizability of 
findings outlined herein. First, it is likely that findings surrounding school context will not 
necessarily translate to other public school systems, especially those with more homogenous student 
populations. Future studies should explore how the findings in this study hold true for other large, 
urban cities that also have diverse student populations but struggle with the problem of highly 
segregated schools. The uniqueness of New York City also has implications for the educational 
trajectories that were found in this study. We know from prior research that heavily segregated 
schools with primarily students of color have less resources and opportunities for students in those 
schools (e.g. Civil Rights Data Collection, 2014; Condron & Roscigno, 2003; Corcoran & Evans, 
2008; Goldhaber et al., 2015). Further, we know that in New York City, school choice has further 




economically disadvantaged students were more likely to follow less engaged trajectories, it is 
important to remember that this may be related to school choice, as these students are less likely to 
attend screened schools in middle and high school (Hemphill et al., 2019). The fact that school 
choice may have an effect on increasing educational inequality as students proceed further into their 
schooling and could be playing a role in explaining why they are likely to follow less engaged 
educational trajectories is something that future research should examine.  
 
7.5. Conclusion  
While the bodies of literature that exist on the topics of disparities in school discipline and 
how suspensions affect students’ future outcomes are extensive, this study contributed to the 
literature in a few notable ways. First, it expanded on literature that has repeatedly shown how 
students of color, students from low-income backgrounds, and students with disabilities are more 
likely to be suspended. This study confirmed those prior findings, and further showed how students 
of color are also likely to be suspended longer than white students for the same behaviors. This 
study also confirmed prior findings that show suspension is related to poorer academic outcomes. 
However, it added to the literature by showing how suspension is related to following educational 
trajectories that exhibit poorer levels of engagement, and how suspension is related to academic 
outcomes both directly and indirectly through these educational trajectories of school engagement. 
Finally, it showed how the effect of suspension on educational development may vary across 
students, and may be especially harmful for students at the highest risk of suspension who have 
historically been underserved and disadvantaged in school settings.  
While it is easy to assume that students who experience school discipline are inherently 
different from those who do not, this study challenges this notion by showing how suspension 




accounting for prior school experiences. By showing how certain students are at the highest risk of 
suspension and the seriousness of the effects of suspension on future engagement and outcomes, it 
is a goal of this study that school districts will rethink the use of suspensions as a central method of 
dealing with student behavior. Relatedly, by showing how race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and 
disability status affect the impact of suspension on subsequent educational development, this study 
aims to show how suspensions are by nature, counterintuitive to longstanding goals of eliminating 
inequities in academic achievement and outcomes. 
Finally, it should be stated that while this study is set in New York City, the aim of this 
dissertation is to affect suspension policies and practices in other school districts as well. As with 
other forms of enforcement in New York City, school discipline practices have continuously been in 
the spotlight. This has made it an increasingly difficult topic for politicians and practitioners to 
ignore and because of this, ways of addressing issues in school discipline are continuously being 
introduced. However, this is likely not the case in many other districts across the country, such as 
those in southern states where suspensions are used at very high rates and disparities are 
disproportionately large (Losen et al., 2015; Smith & Harper, 2015). It is a central goal of this 
dissertation that the findings of the research will be used to inform more critical thinking and 
progressive policies on how to deal with student behavior, especially in the school districts where the 





Appendix 1: Suspension Behavior Categorization 




   
Lying to/Giving False Information 2 2.90 10 
Profane, Obscene, Vulgar Language or Gestures 2 2.46 91 
General Disorder 
   
Disruptive Behavior on School Bus 2 2.8 10 
Misusing Property Belonging to Others 2 3.00 7 
Persistent Level 1 Behavior 2 2.71 75 
Smoking 2 2.50 4 
General Disruption 
   
Gang Related Behavior 3 3.60 5 
Persistent Level 2 Behavior 3 3.13 38 
Using Slurs (Bias) 3 2.69 51 
Property Disruption 
   
Leaving Class or School Premises w/o Permission 3 2.62 72 
Possession of Property w/o Authorization 3 3.17 46 
Posting/Distributing Unauthorized Libelous Material 3 3.00 6 
Scholastic Dishonesty 3 2.78 9 
Trespassing 3 3.33 3 
Violating DOE’s Internet Policy 3 2.23 13 
Property Alteration/Destruction 
   
Tampering/Altering Records or Documents 3 4.33 3 
Vandalism/Graffiti 3 4.01 105 
Insubordination 
   
Insubordination 3 2.95 257 
Horseplay 
   
Horseplay 3 2.71 582 
Persistent Disruption 
   
Persistent Level 3 Behavior 4 8.57 30 
Threats 
   
Bomb Threat 4 7.75 4 
Coercion/Threats 4 5.87 134 
Posting/Distributing Literature or Material Containing Threats 4 3.68 28 
Altercation 
   





   
Intimidating and Bullying Behavior 4 6.04 242 
Sexually Suggestive (Verbal/Physical) 4 6.11 220 
Minor Recklessness 
   
Disruptive Behavior on the School Bus with Substantial Risks of 
Injury 
4 3.00 16 
False Activation of Fire/Disaster Alarm 4 3.67 3 
Inciting/Causing Riot 4 3.50 4 
Serious Recklessness 
   
Reckless Behavior that causes Serious Injury 4 8.43 23 
Reckless Behavior with Substantial Risk of Serious Injury 4 7.76 255 
Starting a Fire 4 9.91 22 
Stealing 
   
Taking Property Without Authorization 4 6.46 84 
Drug Possession 
   
Possession of Controlled Substances w/o Authorization, Illegal Drugs 
or Alcohol 
4 7.59 29 
Drug Use 
   
Using Controlled Substances w/o Authorization, Illegal Drugs or 
Alcohol 
4 5.71 17 
Weapon Possession (II) 
   
Weapon Possession (Category II) 4 4.13 55 
Force 
   
Engaging Physical Sexual Aggressive Behavior 5 17.50 2 
Using Force Against/Inflicting to/Inflicting Serious Injury to SSA or 
School Personnel 
5 23.05 39 
Using Force Against/Inflicting to/Inflicting Serious Injury to 
Students 
5 19.91 34 
Using Weapon Other than Category I or II to Inflict Injury upon 
School Personnel, Students, Others 
5 21.07 15 
Group Violence 
   
Group Violence 5 12.33 36 
Weapon Possession (I) 
   
Weapon Possession (Category I) 5 9.25 125 
Weapon Use (I) 
   
Using Weapon (Category I) to Attempt Injury upon School 
Personnel, Students, Others 
5 22.11 18 
Weapon Use (II) 
   
Using Weapon (Category II) to Attempt Injury 5 10.14 29 
Excluded 
   
Bringing unauthorized visitors to school 3 5 1 
Sexual Conduct on School Premises or at School Related Functions 3 5.75 4 




Threatening/Using Force to Take Property 5 32.50 4 
Selling/Distributing Illegal Drugs or Control Substance 5 5.86 7 





Appendix 2: Predicting Likelihood of Suspension (2016-2017) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Student-Level OR (SE) OR (SE) OR (SE) OR (SE) 
Intercept 0.018*** 0.006*** 0.013*** 0.012*** 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Male   2.134*** 2.140*** 2.140*** 
  (0. 116) (0.116) (0.116) 
Black  2.466*** 2.705*** 2.475*** 
  (0.259) (0.292) (0.263) 
Hispanic/Latinx  1.191 1.228* 1.191 
  (0.118) (0.123) (0.119) 
Asian  0.744* 0.731** 0.725** 
  (0.089) (0.087) (0.086) 
English Language Learner  0.744*** 0.776** 0.784** 
  (0.060) (0.062) (0.062) 
Free/Reduced Price Lunch  1.398*** 1.404*** 1.405*** 
  (0.099) (0.100) (0.100) 
Disability  1.452*** 1.466*** 1.468*** 
  (0.082) (0.082) (0.083) 
Chronically Absent  1.625*** 1.563*** 1.565*** 
  (0.101) (0.093) (0.093) 
Behind Grade Level  1.920*** 1.971*** 1.979*** 
  (0.213) (0.220) (0.220) 
Passed ELA State Exam  0.647*** 0.631*** 0.629*** 
  (0.052) (0.046) (0.046) 
Passed Math State Exam  0.780** 0.788** 0.788** 
  (0.058) (0.056) (0.056) 
School-Level     
% Black Students   0.982***  
   (0.004)  
% Hispanic/Latinx Students   0.989**  
   (0.004)  
School Heterogeneity    2.791** 
    (1.077) 
School Disadvantage   1.550*** 1.109 
   (0.189) (0.093) 
Random Effects     
Variance Component (σ²) 1.099 1.065 0.985  1.043  
 (0.120) (0.117) (0.110) (0.115) 
% of Variance Explained  3.1% 10.4% 5.1% 
*p < .05 | ** p < .01 |*** p < .001    
N = 66,068 students nested within 498 schools    
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